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			Dedication

			For all the librarians

		

	
		
			One

			The corner of Kitt Hartley’s mouth twitched. She closed her eyes, praying that when she opened them again Grace, her assistant, would be standing in front of her with the hot cup of Lady Grey she’d gone to fetch over fifteen minutes ago. Instead, when Kitt lifted her eyelids, she was still faced with the man in the forest green anorak. He still smelled like cabbage that had been on the boil too long, and his dark bushy eyebrows remained raised as he waited for an answer.

			‘Tess of the d’Urbervilles?’ Kitt repeated the book title that had caused her lips to twitch.

			‘Aye, I can’t find it. Our lecturer said it was a classic. Surely you’ve got a copy? This is supposed to be a library,’ said Cabbage.

			The librarian ran her fingers through the front of her long red hair. The gesture would seem natural enough to the student, while giving her the opportunity to tug on the copper strands, channelling her frustration. ‘Yes, we have several copies, sir, on the fiction floor. You see, this is the Women’s Studies section.’ Kitt’s stare flitted across to the large maroon sign at the top of the staircase that read, with excruciating clarity, ‘Women’s Studies’.

			Countless times she had been forgiving about the fact that people entering a library didn’t switch their grey matter to Reading Mode on the way in. With its towering oak bookshelves, stained-glass windows, and high ceilings painted with ornate murals, the Vale of York University Library could be an intimidating environment for newcomers. But, on this particular Monday morning, Kitt was still hungover from the weekend, and had a limited supply of patience. Especially pre-cuppa.

			‘Oh.’ The man’s almond eyes widened to walnut-size. He tilted his head back, as if he were taking in the details of his whereabouts for the first time. ‘Well . . .’ Cabbage said, ‘I’ve only been studying here a week. Still orientating myself.’

			‘Of course,’ Kitt said, forcing a smile so the man might feel less embarrassed over his failure to check what floor he was on before asking a question, ‘it is a tricky place to find your way around at first, but you get used to it.’ She smiled up at the mural on the patch of ceiling above her desk; it depicted Prometheus gifting humanity with the spark of fire. ‘Give this place even half a chance and, before you know it, it will feel like a second home.’

			‘Mmm,’ Cabbage said in the flattest of all possible tones. ‘But I don’t see why we need a Women’s Studies section anyway . . .’

			‘Excuse me?’ Kitt said, hoping she’d heard wrong, but knowing, by the heat flaring in her chest, she hadn’t.

			‘Well, there’s no Men’s Studies section, is there?’ he replied.

			Kitt’s mouth twitched again. If the man had merely rubbished her job she could have handled that; she had taken that kind of disservice on the chin for years. But comments like this came out of a dangerous sense of entitlement. Why did this man think he had the right to silence voices that weren’t his?

			With a storm brewing across her brow, Kitt mentally flicked through the dozen or so books she’d read on mindfulness. She recalled one particular chapter suggesting it helped to identify the physical feeling anger caused in your body. If you could alleviate that, the calm was supposed – by some sort of spiritual osmosis – to pass to your brain.

			According to the textbooks, most people experienced anger as a perpetual clenching of the shoulders. In Kitt’s case it was a searing sensation in her chest. There didn’t seem much point in intellectualizing that feeling. If it were muscular, a person could take up Pilates. There was, however, no easy way to put out a bonfire blazing in your ribcage. By the letter of scientific law, deep breaths would add more oxygen to the flames.

			‘Actually,’ Kitt said, ‘we do have a whole floor almost completely devoted to Men’s Studies. It’s called the History section.’

			The man’s face scrunched in on itself as he digested Kitt’s comment. ‘That’s very rude.’

			Kitt put a hand on her hip. ‘So is suggesting that stories different to your own aren’t worth the paper they’re written on.’

			The man opened his mouth to say something else, but was interrupted by Grace’s thick West Yorkshire accent – her vowels were almost as hard as her consonants.

			‘Lady Grey tea for the lady,’ said Grace, as the soothing perfume of citrus floated up to Kitt’s nose.

			‘Thank you.’ Kitt accepted the mug and snuggled back into her pine-green office chair to which she’d added a plush purple cushion, embroidered with a peacock, to make it a more inviting place to sit. Cabbage glared at her. Avoiding his eye, she concentrated on smoothing the creases in her ankle-length navy skirt. This, alongside a white shirt, navy blazer and tan belt had, over the years, become her unofficial work uniform. Her wardrobe boasted several variations on this outfit, and little else.

			Cabbage grunted, scowled at the two women, and walked away, muttering.

			‘What’s up with him?’ asked Grace, shaking her head hard enough to make her shoulder-length brown-black curls undulate.

			‘I think he’s a bit put out that his early morning round of casual sexism didn’t go to plan,’ Kitt said, blowing on her beverage before taking the first sip. The balmy liquid slipped down her throat, extinguishing the flames stoked by her first customer of the day. But, as the fire burned down to embers, those familiar, doubtful moments amongst the ashes began. Perhaps she should have found another way to speak to that man . . . 

			‘Oh dear,’ said Grace. ‘Can’t imagine you’re in the mood for that this morning. But I am a bit surprised you’re still hungover from Friday night. You’re usually quite good at handling booze.’

			‘Friday and Saturday night, thank you. Two nights on the trot,’ Kitt protested. ‘I blame Evie . . . or Meg Ryan, I can’t decide.’

			‘Meg Ryan?’ said Grace. ‘Somehow I can’t imagine her down the Nag’s Head with you and Evie on a Saturday night, pint in hand.’

			‘Me and Evie are good company. Meg Ryan would be lucky to have us,’ said Kitt, smiling at the thought of her best friend, even if she was at least partly to blame for her hangover. Still, it seemed Evie wasn’t feeling any spryer than she. Every Monday morning, Kitt received a message from Evie telling her just how much she wished she didn’t have to go back into work. Every Monday, except today. Evie was something of a text addict, so if she couldn’t face her phone screen she must be feeling it – sherry really was the fluid of the devil.

			Glancing up, Kitt saw Grace executing her most sheepish gesture: tucking a curl behind her left ear before covering her mouth with her hand to hide a smirk.

			‘What?’ asked Kitt.

			‘Nothing, what you said was amusing,’ Grace said, with a dismissive wave. The turquoise sleeves of her long-line floral cardigan, which she had thrown on over a pair of blue jeans and a white shirt, dazzled against the tan of her skin, which had deepened in tone after her September trip to India to visit her maternal grandparents.

			Kitt shook her head. Grace had studied Psychology at the university for a year now, fitting library shifts around lectures to subsidize the commute she made from Leeds every day. But over the months of examining human behaviour, it seemed, she had not clocked how telling her own tics were. She had a neat, somewhat pointed face, with sharp cheekbones that emphasized even the slightest expression.

			‘That’s not what you’re smiling at. It’s the mug again, isn’t it? Are you ever going to get over that?’

			‘Never!’ said Grace, watching Kitt sip again from the mug she’d bought her for her birthday back in April. It was neon yellow, with the words ‘Kiss the Librarian’ written across it in tall black lettering. ‘That was the best day ever.’

			‘Grace . . .’ Kitt tried, but it was too late. Her assistant had already snatched the maroon trilby resting on Kitt’s desk. It had a black ribbon sewn just above the rim, and from autumn through to spring, Kitt was never seen without it. It also served as a useful prop for Grace’s impromptu, and often unwelcome, skits.

			Grace perched the hat on her head and held her hands six inches apart. ‘A gift? For me? Oh, really, Grace, we haven’t known each other long enough for that malarkey.’

			Kitt smirked. ‘I am nowhere near that posh.’

			Ignoring her boss’s protests, Grace continued to mime opening a box. ‘Oh, how awfully delightful, a receptacle for my beverages . . . but do you think the wording is entirely work appropriate?’

			‘Give over, will you,’ said Kitt, whipping her hat off Grace’s head. ‘You make me sound like Hyacinth Bucket on steroids.’

			In any other part of the world, this kind of insubordination would have been interpreted as a sign of dislike. But born and bred in Middlesbrough, Kitt understood how interchangeable affection and mockery were in the county of Yorkshire. By this marker, Grace’s gift to a woman who hadn’t been on anything that resembled a date since the pair had crossed paths was a sign of undying admiration. For this reason, she had used the gift every day without fail.

			And besides, even taking Grace’s cheeky streak into account, Kitt understood she was lucky to have the luxury of an assistant. It pained Kitt to think about it, but she knew from her training days, and friends she had in other institutions, that public libraries all over the country were surviving only thanks to kind-hearted volunteers.

			‘When you’re done laughing at my expense, could you please start on the returns pile?’

			A smile lingered on Grace’s thin lips as she pressed two fingers to the side of her head in a cheeky salute, and approached the first of the returned-book trolleys.

			Swallowing a few more mouthfuls of tea, Kitt brought a hand to the side of her own head and gave the area a gentle rub. The older she got, the higher the price for having fun, especially when drink was involved. Hardy was right, Kitt thought, remembering the title of the fifth phase in Tess of the d’Urbervilles: ‘The Woman Pays’, indeed.

			Looking out of the nearest window, Kitt began fiddling with a pendant she wore every day, etched with a quote from Jane Eyre. She sighed at the autumnal scene beyond. For all she had read, no verse or paragraph had ever romanticized death in quite the way an autumn day in the city of York could. The view was like a line Keats might have dreamed up but never got around to committing to the page. The rosehips and rowan berries blazed with a primal fire in the hedgerows. The river path was a trail of fallen conkers, pine cones and ivy leaves, and the dawn redwood trees glowed like embers against the sky. As if all this decaying beauty weren’t enough, the university campus was close to the city centre and the Minster bells carried clear and true across the Ouse. A rousing sound, so often heard in the library’s mock-Tudor building, which stood on the south bank of the river, on the periphery of Rowntree Park.

			Suddenly, Kitt felt two sharp jabs on her right shoulder. This was an established code between herself and Grace. It meant it was time to look busy.

			Looking up, Kitt saw her manager, Michelle, stalking towards her desk. Grace, with rabbit-like fear in her dark eyes, picked three more books than she could carry with any degree of comfort from the trolley and scurried off in the direction of the bookshelves.

			Kitt sat up straighter and brought up the most complicated spreadsheet she could summon at speed on her computer screen. Michelle had a gorgon-strength judgemental stare that could transform even the gutsiest hearts to stone. Right now that stare was fixed on Kitt.

			‘Katherine?’

			‘Michelle,’ Kitt said, trying not to cringe at the use of her Sunday name. ‘Everything all right?’

			‘Not really.’

			Kitt feigned surprise; nothing was ever all right in the world of Michelle. Her lips turned down at the corners without any effort on her part, and even her bobbed mouse-brown hair looked limp with displeasure.

			No bounce. No volume. No sign of life.

			‘We’ve had a complaint,’ said Michelle, cradling a lilac clipboard against her chest.

			‘Oh dear,’ said Kitt, ‘about what?’

			‘About you.’

			‘Me?’

			So Cabbage had already filed his complaint? That was quick.

			‘A lady you served on Friday? Apparently, you, and I quote: “squashed her right to freedom of speech”.’

			‘Oh, that,’ Kitt said.

			Kitt could hear one of Michelle’s winter boots tapping against the library floor, which was tiled with a blue mosaic: a ceramic ocean that washed over all six levels of the building.

			‘She made a racist comment to another member of the library reading group.’

			‘She never mentioned saying anything out of turn to me,’ said Michelle.

			And you never thought to give me the benefit of the doubt, thought Kitt, after a decade of service. ‘It wouldn’t be in her interests to.’

			Michelle folded her arms. ‘You mustn’t tolerate discriminatory remarks, but you must handle these situations politely.’

			Kitt felt a strong urge to pass an ill-advised comment about doing her best to be nice to racists in future, but instead she let out a sigh heavy enough that Michelle would guess she had a few more things she’d like to say. ‘I’ll be as polite as I can,’ Kitt said, which was the best promise she could make.

			‘Thank you,’ Michelle said, though nothing in her face conveyed gratitude. ‘So you know, I’m not in this afternoon. Hospital appointment.’

			Michelle had suffered with stomach ulcers for as long as Kitt had worked with her.

			‘Hope it goes all right.’

			‘’Ello, love,’ a husky, familiar voice interjected.

			Kitt turned to see Ruby Barnett hobbling towards the student enquiry desk. Ruby was a woman in her late eighties who frequented the library, though she had no connection whatsoever to the university. She suffered with arthritis, and as a consequence had to use walking sticks. She was panting from her ascent up two flights of stairs. There was a lift at her disposal, but she had always refused to use it for undisclosed reasons. This morning, however, she seemed to be more out of breath than usual. Which could only mean one thing: she’d had another psychic vision.

			‘We really must find a way of tightening security around here,’ Michelle huffed in Ruby’s direction.

			Ruby curled her lip at Michelle’s comment, but kept her eyes fixed on Kitt.

			Michelle had never been Ruby’s biggest fan, but six months ago the old woman had told Michelle she’d had a vision about her. In Ruby’s imaginings, fuelled by the dubious dandelion wine she fermented in her bathtub, Michelle was going to be offered an opportunity to travel to South America and make an important discovery. As the weeks drifted on and the only travelling she’d done was a weekend away in Cleethorpes, Michelle’s attitude towards Ruby had shifted from mild disdain to blatant irritation.

			‘I’ve seen it this time, Kitt. Something really important,’ Ruby said, between huffs.

			‘Course you have,’ said Michelle, her gorgon glare ­resurfacing.

			‘Why don’t you sit down?’ Kitt said, indicating the chair in front of the desk. Ruby’s psychic predictions never came to anything, at least at no greater rate than the averages of probability, and did no real harm, but Kitt did worry about how excitable she got over them. Michelle probably wasn’t in favour of Ruby making herself comfortable, but it seemed kind to at least offer her a chair while she collected herself.

			‘Not a second to waste, not a second to waste,’ said Ruby, though she slumped down in the seat anyway. ‘It’s about your future. Your very near future.’

			Kitt looked at the old lady. Her short hair was dyed a diverting shade of orange, and clashed with the over sized magenta raincoat she had on. There was no telling what was going on underneath that raincoat either. Once, in the middle of June, Ruby had walked into the library dressed as one of Santa’s elves, and hadn’t feel the need to explain her sartorial choice to anyone. Entertaining as all this was, Kitt wasn’t convinced she wanted to hear Ruby’s version of her near future.

			‘If it’s my near future, dear Ruby, then I’ll know about it soon enough,’ Kitt said, in the hope of calming the old woman down.

			‘No, no,’ Ruby said, her green eyes bulging. ‘I saw them.’

			‘Who?’ Kitt asked.

			‘Police officers. Two. A man and a woman, they’re looking for you.’

			Kitt’s head hopped back an inch. ‘Police officers? I don’t think . . .’

			‘Er, Kitt . . .’ said Grace, who had just come back to pick up more books from the returns pile.

			‘What?’ Kitt said, with a bit more snap in her tone than she intended.

			‘Look,’ Grace replied.

			Kitt followed the direction of Grace’s wide-eyed stare to see two suited strangers, a man and a woman, walking towards them with an air of brisk authority.

		

	
		
			Two

			‘Excuse me, ladies,’ said the male officer when he and his female counterpart reached the desk. His accent was local, but there were some unfamiliar edges to his words that Kitt couldn’t quite place. He paused, and as his gaze sauntered around the group, Kitt noticed his eyes were the same blue as the ocean on a stormy day, much darker than her own, which were best likened to blue topaz. He looked at Michelle, Grace, and Ruby in turn, before his eyes landed, and remained, on Kitt. He then adjusted his posture to stand a little taller, produced an identification card from his inside pocket, and held it up so everyone present could see. ‘I’m Detective Inspector Malcolm Halloran, and this is Detective Sergeant Charlotte Banks.’ The detective indicated his colleague, who lowered her head in a single, stiff nod. ‘We’re looking for Katherine Hartley.’

			Rising from her chair, the librarian frowned at Grace. She could feel Michelle’s glare, but didn’t dare look in her direction.

			‘Yes, that’s me,’ Kitt said. ‘Is everything all right?’ It was a silly question to ask, and she knew it. The police didn’t come looking for you when everything was all right, and in a split second her mind was working faster than her mouth. ‘Wait – are my family OK? It’s not Mam or Dad, is it? Or . . . not Rebecca?’

			Rebecca was Kitt’s twin sister, a doctor who worked in a hospital up in Northumberland. The pair had always been close, but they’d never had the ‘twin thing’ where you’re supposed to feel something somewhere in your body if the other is in danger or sick or dying.

			‘We’re not here about your family,’ said Halloran. His voice was deep but gentle, and he raised two firm-looking hands in the air to signal that Kitt should calm herself.

			Placing her palm against her chest, Kitt closed her eyes for a moment.

			‘Sorry,’ said Kitt. ‘I’m not in the habit of receiving police visits.’

			Halloran didn’t quite smile, but pressed his lips together in acknowledgement. He looked again between Grace, Michelle, and Ruby’s open-mouthed faces. ‘Can we speak in private? It’s a . . . rather sensitive situation.’

			That sounded ominous.

			As a keen reader, Kitt was adept at deciphering the world around her. The sky, the rivers, the ragged faces of the aged, stone buildings that comprised the city of York. And, of course, she read people. But by their presentation, neither Halloran nor Banks offered any clues as to why they might want to speak with a university librarian.

			Even in her heeled boots Banks didn’t reach shoulder-height on Halloran. She did, however, have the deportment to make up for it. Tight-postured and stern-jawed with her dark hair pulled into a businesslike twist, Banks had probably had to prove herself as hardy as her male colleagues once too often, and wasn’t difficult to decode.

			Halloran’s face, however, was not an easy read, perhaps because it was part-obscured by a dark beard trimmed close to the skin. Like his hair, the beard was speckled with grey. His blue eyes stared into Kitt’s and her stomach tightened. For some reason she couldn’t quite put her finger on, it was difficult to hold his gaze, so she lowered her eyes to examine the precise knot at the top of his dark grey tie, the crispness of the white shirt, and the strong, sharp lines of his suit.

			Detective Inspector – that was how he had introduced himself. A senior officer.

			That meant whatever he wanted to talk to Kitt about was probably more serious than he was letting on in front of the chorus line of library regulars.

			‘Excuse me, officers,’ Michelle said, interrupting Kitt’s analysis of these two unwelcome visitors. ‘But I manage floors one to three here at the library, can you tell me what this is about?’

			‘I’m afraid it’s a matter I can only speak with Ms Hartley about,’ said Halloran.

			Michelle’s face wrinkled around the eyes, and she turned on Kitt. ‘You better not be in any trouble here,’ she said. ‘The odd complaint about your sarcasm is one thing, but if you’re in trouble with the police, that’s cause for dismissal, you know. It won’t matter . . .’

			From Kitt’s point of view, Michelle disappeared then and her voice trailed off to nothing. Inspector Halloran had taken it upon himself to stand between Kitt and her aggressor. She could now only see the back of his broad figure. She could, however, imagine the look of bewilderment on Michelle’s face as she heard the inspector say: ‘That’s quite enough. We’re here to speak to Ms Hartley and nothing more. Now if you don’t mind, we need to go about our business.’

			‘Yes, of course,’ said Michelle, her voice smaller than Kitt had ever heard it. For all her huffing and puffing, Michelle never quite knew what to do when people stood up to her, which Kitt was just about to have done herself before the inspector stepped in.

			Halloran turned back to Kitt. ‘So, is there a quiet room somewhere, Ms Hartley?’

			‘Er, yes, somewhere private,’ said Kitt, meeting Halloran’s eyes again for a moment. ‘Grace, you don’t mind just looking after the desk for me, do you?’

			‘No, don’t mind at all,’ Grace said, her tone a touch too casual given the intrigue of the predicament. Kitt was well-versed in the curious nature of her assistant. The second Michelle was out of sight she’d spend at least some of her time at the desk strategizing methods of getting close enough to the second-floor office to overhear what her boss and the police were talking about. 

			‘Told you, didn’t I?’ said Ruby, with a sly grin on her lips. ‘Ruby got it right this time. Saw it all coming.’

			‘Yes,’ Kitt said, while Banks, who still hadn’t opened her mouth, raised an eyebrow at the old lady. ‘You predicted a visit from the police a whole thirty seconds ahead of time, a stunning demonstration of your prophetic abilities. There’s absolutely no way you could’ve heard them asking for me at reception on their way in, is there?’

			Dipping her head, Ruby started fiddling with the toggles on her raincoat. ‘No . . .’

			Kitt gave Ruby a grudging smile. As she did so, she sensed Halloran staring at her. He really was rather intense, but, Kitt reasoned, that was probably a CV-essential for a detective inspector. ‘Follow me, please,’ she said to the officers.

			‘One of your mature students?’ Halloran asked, speeding up his own step to keep in time with the librarian, who only knew how to stand still or stride with purpose. There was no in-between.

			Kitt glanced at the inspector out of the corner of her eye. So he really wasn’t going to give her any clue as to why he was here until they were locked away in a private room together? That was an incentive to quicken her pace if ever there was one.

			‘Ruby? No,’ Kitt said, and, despite the potential seriousness of a police visit, let out an unexpected chuckle, a sure sign her hangover was lifting. Smashing news considering one needed a clear head to talk to the police about a ‘sensitive situation’. ‘The university is an open campus. Ruby’s our unofficial psychic-in-residence.’

			‘Ruby? Not Ruby Barnett?’ asked Halloran.

			‘Er, yes. I think that is her surname,’ Kitt said.

			‘Ms Barnett has rung the station with predictions about missing persons cases a couple of times,’ Halloran explained.

			‘I hope she hasn’t caused any trouble,’ said Kitt, resting a hand on the pewter handle of the office door. ‘She does get pretty over-excited when she thinks she’s onto something. If I’d known she might waste police time with her predictions, I’d have been firmer . . .’

			‘You always get a series of calls on missing persons cases. People having a “feeling” about this or that. Some of them even pan out as viable leads,’ Halloran said, and then lowered his eyes to the ground. They seemed, all of a sudden, to be weighed down by a single thought too heavy to speak out loud.

			‘What about Ruby’s suggestions?’ Kitt asked.

			Halloran looked back up, examining Kitt’s face. ‘Sorry, I can’t discuss individual cases in detail, Ms Hartley.’

			‘You terrible tease,’ Kitt said, raising an eyebrow at Banks in an attempt to include her in the moment, but the officer’s face registered no expression at all. There was something bothersome about the fact that Banks had remained so reticent. It was another clue, besides the seniority of Halloran, that whatever business brought the pair here was serious.

			Clearing her throat, Kitt pushed open the door to the second-floor office and gestured to Banks, who strode in without a word.

			Kitt looked again at Halloran, who stood opposite her in the doorway. ‘I could have handled my boss back there myself, you know, you didn’t need to step in,’ she said, already unsure why she’d bothered making such a point of it.

			‘I’ve no doubt, but time is against us, and I thought the authority of the badge might offer a swifter resolution.’

			The pair stared at each other.

			‘Ahem.’ Banks cleared her throat, breaking the silence and prompting Kitt to wave Halloran into what was without question the most higgledy-piggledy office in the Vale of York University Library.

			Possibly in the entire city.

			It wasn’t the fault of the staff on that floor, the room was just an odd shape in comparison to those built on the other storeys, as though the builders had made some discrepancies in their measurements and tried to cover them up by creating an office with the most unusual combination of nooks and alcoves Kitt had ever seen. Still, at least it smelled homely, thanks to the almost constant brewing of fragrant fruit teas.

			‘Do take a seat,’ Kitt said, pointing towards two shabby-looking floral armchairs. ‘Can I offer you a drink?’

			‘No, thank you, Ms Hartley,’ said the inspector. ‘As I mentioned, time is not on our side, and I think it’s you who should take a seat. What we have to say might be hard to hear.’

			Kitt sank slowly into the nearest armchair. A silence filled the room, so thick that Kitt found it difficult to breathe, and the strange turn this Monday morning had taken hit her hard. There was no distracting chitchat about aspiring elderly psychics now. Halloran closed the door after himself. She was trapped, alone, in a room with two police officers, with no idea what they were about to say.

		

	
		
			Three

			‘Given the urgency of the issue, I’m going to cut to the chase,’ said Halloran while Banks took a notebook and pen out of her pocket. She stood there in silence, poised to write.

			‘Understood,’ Kitt said, wishing that whatever it was, the inspector would just be out with it.

			Halloran stared at Kitt. Something tightened in her chest as he did so. He went to open his mouth, then closed it again.

			‘Now this . . . this is a very serious business, and we’ll expect your full cooperation without question throughout.’

			‘All right,’ Kitt said, trying not to let her body visibly sag at the anticlimax. The inspector’s version of cutting to the chase differed wildly from her own.

			‘Can you tell us how you know Owen Hall?’ asked ­Halloran.

			Kitt lowered her brow. ‘Evie’s ex-boyfriend?’

			He was the reason the police were knocking on Kitt’s door?

			‘So you know him?’ Halloran pushed.

			‘I . . . well, Evie’s the best friend I have,’ Kitt said, wondering what Owen could have done to make the police take an interest in him. ‘But I don’t know Owen very well as a person, if that’s what you’re asking.’

			‘They were together some time, from what we understand,’ said Halloran.

			‘Almost two years,’ Kitt said with a grimace. Two years of watching Evie being underappreciated hadn’t been Kitt’s idea of fun.

			‘And in that time, you didn’t get to know him well?’ Halloran asked.

			‘When Owen and Evie were together he’d scuttle upstairs to his Xbox within about five minutes if I ever paid them a visit,’ Kitt explained. ‘I only spoke to him when we were out with a bigger crowd, and even then we didn’t have a lot to talk about. Think we once even resorted to talking about the curtains at the restaurant we were eating at.’

			‘But Evie must have spoken to you about him, if you’re her friend?’ said Halloran.

			‘It is possible to get her onto other subjects,’ said Kitt. ‘But not for long, especially since their break-up.’

			‘And what can you tell us about that break-up?’ Halloran asked. Banks, who had been taking notes throughout this conversation, paused at this question and eyed the librarian with a ferocity that would have made a less strong-headed person shuffle in their seat.

			‘Why do you need to know about Evie’s break-up?’ said Kitt.

			‘It’s best you just tell us what you know.’ There was a commanding note in Halloran’s voice that invited ­compliance.

			Kitt suppressed a sigh she was sure would come across as irritation. ‘Over the past few weeks she’s told me everything you’d want to know, and a lot you wouldn’t.’

			‘Assume for now that every detail is important,’ said ­Halloran.

			‘He broke up with her via Facebook Messenger while they were living together.’ Kitt shook her head, remembering the awful phone call she’d had with Evie just after she’d received that message. ‘What kind of person does that to somebody they’re living with? Especially after two years, when the relationship could definitely be described as serious. Poor Evie had started buying bridal magazines.’

			Kitt expected some kind of reaction from the officers. Sympathy. Outrage. Maybe even commiseration, but both officers stood straight and still and silent, their expressions level.

			The librarian tilted her head as she tried to read the room.

			‘You already know all this, don’t you?’

			‘Yes,’ said Halloran. ‘But we needed to know what you know.’

			Kitt’s eyes narrowed. ‘Wait a minute, what’s this about? Am I under suspicion for something?’

			‘Not as such,’ said Halloran. ‘But please, don’t derail our inquiry with questions of your own. We need to be the ones asking the questions right now.’

			‘I’ve no desire to hinder you,’ said Kitt, trying to keep the sting out of her voice despite the inspector’s rudeness whilst thinking back to some of the articles she’d read on the council’s website over the years, ‘but the police force is a service funded by all tax-paying community members, and I am such an individual. I have agreed to speak with you and assist you, but it’s only right I understand what these questions are in connection to.’

			Halloran and Banks exchanged a look. Kitt wished for about the third time in the last minute that Banks would drop the silent act. She was helping them, after all; there was no reason to make this interaction more uncomfortable than it already was.

			‘All right, you’re right,’ said Halloran, running his index finger and thumb along his eyebrows before looking again at Kitt. ‘But what I tell you isn’t to leave this room. The press will get to hear about this in due course, but we need to make sure that information about this incident is carefully controlled.’

			‘I’ve no interest in becoming a YouTube sensation, I’ll be discreet.’

			Halloran crossed his arms over his chest. ‘We’re investigating a murder.’

			‘Murder?’ Kitt froze. Murders were rare in York. If somebody died in the city it was more often than not as the result of a terrible accident – an inebriated student who had gone wandering by the river and fallen to their death. That was about the worst headline any local newspaper ever had to run. ‘And Owen is . . . involved?’

			‘He was . . . the victim, I’m afraid,’ Halloran said.

			‘What?’ Kitt said, and her hand moved of its own accord to cover her mouth. ‘Owen is . . . dead?’

			Halloran nodded.

			‘But that’s . . . ridiculous.’

			‘Ridiculous seems an odd choice of word,’ Halloran said with a frown.

			‘Was it opportunistic? Was he mugged or something?’

			‘No, quite the contrary,’ Halloran replied. ‘All evidence points to premeditation.’

			‘Well, then I stick by my assessment of ridiculous,’ said Kitt.

			‘And why is that?’ asked Halloran.

			‘Look, I never thought Owen was good enough for Evie. While they were together he did nothing but take advantage of her good nature.’ That familiar heat flared in her chest as she remembered what had happened when the pair had been due to vacate the flat they’d shared. Owen left Evie to do the final clean-up. Conveniently, things were ‘mental at work’ that week and, thanks to Owen’s less-than-domestic leanings, Evie had spent two days alternating between disinfecting the room that had been his ‘man cave’, and ringing Kitt in tears. He might right now be scrubbing out the greasiest oven in hell just for that.

			‘What’s your point, Ms Hartley?’ Halloran pushed again.

			‘My point is that given half a chance he could be both spineless and undomesticated, but, well, who on earth would go to the trouble of killing a man like him . . . a man who sold luxury vitamin packages to the super-rich for a living? A man who spent his days in a business park on the outskirts of Leeds? He was just ordinary, as far as I know. Not into anything sinister.’

			‘So far, that’s our understanding too,’ said Halloran.

			‘Owen, dead,’ Kitt said. She looked up to see both ­Halloran and Banks staring at her, and a question formed on her lips. ‘How . . . how did he die?’

			Halloran took a step towards where Kitt was sitting. ‘The victim was found by his cleaner yesterday afternoon.’

			Kitt resisted the urge to roll her eyes. Owen and Evie had separated six weeks ago, and Kitt wagered it had taken him less than two weeks to realize he wasn’t going to make it alone without paying someone to do all the chores he had once left to her best friend.

			‘The medical examiner at the crime scene confirmed it was poison of some kind.’

			‘Poison.’ For an instant, Kitt did not know what to say. ‘Poison. People still do that?’

			‘Toxic substances are easier to access than knives and guns,’ said Halloran.

			Kitt took a deep breath in and out, trying to process the information. But then another thought occurred to her. ‘Wait. Have you already spoken to Evie? About the murder, I mean.’

			‘Yes,’ Halloran said.

			‘God, how is she?’

			‘She seems . . . distressed,’ Halloran replied, before shooting a sideways glance at his partner.

			Kitt stiffened in her seat and nodded with as much politeness as she could summon. She imagined that description was an understatement. If Evie’s reaction to Owen leaving her while he was still alive was anything to go by, she was probably now going foetal in a dark corner somewhere, in dire need of a Malibu and Coke.

			‘Ms Hartley, I’m sorry to ask, but I have to,’ said Halloran. ‘Where were you on Saturday evening between the hours of ten and midnight?’

			‘Is— is that when Owen was murdered?’ asked Kitt.

			The inspector nodded.

			‘But, you said I wasn’t under suspicion . . .’ Kitt replied.

			‘You’re not,’ Banks said, looking up from the notes she had taken. The first words the officer had uttered since Kitt had come into contact with her were spoken in the coolest register, and in a Scottish accent.

			The librarian looked into Banks’s brown eyes, taking a moment to digest both the tone of her statement and the words themselves.

			‘Evie . . . you think Evie is responsible for this?’ Kitt said, crinkling her nose up at the possibility. ‘Why?’

			‘We have our reasons,’ said Banks, her voice still prickly, almost threatening. Kitt didn’t know what she had done to provoke this, but fought her natural instincts to push for an answer. Her whole life, Kitt had been a pusher. She’d pushed herself to excel in academia, to organize political demonstrations about important social issues, and to travel around the world with only herself for company. The thing Kitt was best at pushing, however, was her luck, and right now that didn’t seem like the best course of action. Knowing her luck, she’d only get Evie into more trouble than she was in already.

			‘I’m surprised, is all,’ said Kitt. ‘I’ve known Evie for years, and we’re very close. The idea that there would ever be a reason to suspect her of murder is . . .’ ludicrous, Kitt thought, ‘. . . unthinkable,’ she said.

			‘Well, she’s got motive for a start,’ said Halloran. ‘And as you pointed out yourself, Ms Hartley, there’s not a lot of that to go around. Mr Hall lived a very straightforward sort of life.’

			‘Well, yes, but . . .’ Kitt began, cursing herself for having made the case against Evie worse without realizing.

			‘And that’s just the start,’ Banks snapped. ‘Several aspects at the crime scene point to the involvement of Ms Bowes. You’d do well to cooperate and answer the inspector’s question about your whereabouts without any further diversion.’

			Kitt stared at Banks. It seemed that in the coin toss she imagined the two officers engaging in on the way into the library, Banks had been left with tails: bad cop. Why Banks thought speaking to Kitt in this manner was going to make her more cooperative, she couldn’t say. But she was torn between trying not to aggravate the officers and shielding her friend from their accusations.

			‘I assure you, my aim is cooperation here,’ Kitt protested. ‘But you’ve got to expect some level of incredulity when you come to a person and accuse the most well-meaning individual they’ve ever met of murder.’

			‘No more stalling, Ms Hartley,’ Banks said, her voice flat, but a little less stinging. ‘Your whereabouts, on Saturday evening?’

			‘On Saturday . . . Evie and I were at my cottage on Ouse View Avenue.’

			‘House number?’ said Banks, readying her pen again.

			‘Thirteen.’

			‘What time did Ms Bowes arrive?’ asked Halloran.

			‘Around the eight o’clock mark. We watched a film.’

			‘What film?’

			‘Sleepless in Seattle.’

			What a mistake that had been. Evie had protested that she was doing better after her recent disastrous break-up and even more disastrous post-break-up first date; that she could suffer the schmaltz. Kitt knew otherwise, but her best friend wouldn’t have it, and, before they were even twenty minutes in, Evie was sobbing her heart out. Alcohol had been the speediest pain relief available. Kitt remembered opening a bottle of sherry after the fizz had run out, but everything after that was a bit of a blur.

			‘What time did Ms Bowes leave?’ Halloran questioned her.

			‘She didn’t,’ said Kitt. ‘Evie stayed over in my spare room.’

			‘What time did you go to bed?’ asked Halloran.

			‘Well, we’d had quite a bit of sherry and time can work a bit differently under those circumstances, but I do remember looking at the clock on my bedside table just before I put the lamp out and it was quarter to twelve.’

			Halloran looked over at Banks.

			‘So can I assume that this clears everything up?’ asked Kitt, since the officers’ expressions conveyed nothing to her. ‘I mean, Evie was with me, so she couldn’t have killed Owen.’

			‘That’s assuming Ms Bowes doesn’t have an accomplice,’ said Banks.

			Accomplice? Hearing Evie’s name mentioned in the same sentence as that word was laughable, but Kitt didn’t much feel like laughing. She wasn’t going to pretend she could forgive Owen for the pain he’d caused her friend or drone on about all his good points as people always did when somebody died, but death by poisoning was not an ending she would wish on anyone.

			‘I know you think you’ve got reasons for suspecting her,’ said Kitt, ‘but Evie is not your murderer.’

			Halloran crossed his arms, toned, presumably, from whatever physical training he did to ensure he could chase after criminals. His face looked darker than it had a moment ago, and the lines at the corners of his eyes had deepened. ‘We don’t always know people as well as we think we do.’

			‘I know my Evie,’ Kitt said. ‘Besides anything else, she’s just getting over one of the most crippling break-ups of her life. She’s currently eating handfuls of Haribo for breakfast. Surely we can agree that’s not the behaviour of a criminal mastermind devising some intricate plot to poison an ex-lover.’

			‘That’s a matter to be judged in a court of law,’ said Banks, tucking her notebook away in her jacket pocket.

			Halloran, seemingly reading the exasperation in Kitt’s face, said, ‘Thank you for what you’ve told us, Ms Hartley. Now, we’d better get back to the station.’

			‘All right,’ said Kitt, rising from the armchair, ‘but can you tell me where Evie is now?’

			‘At the station, of course,’ said Banks.

			‘What?’ Kitt heard her voice rise in volume as she spoke. ‘Wait, you haven’t locked Evie up, have you?’

			‘No,’ said Halloran. ‘She came in for questioning voluntarily, so there was no need for measures like that at this stage. But I am running a murder investigation here. Our job is to follow this trail wherever it leads until the murderer is brought to justice, and right now, all available clues are pointing at your best friend.’

		

	
		
			Four

			It had been more than two hours since Inspector Halloran and Sergeant Banks had left the library. In that time Kitt had helped a couple of students access the online journals, pacified both Michelle and Ruby with as little information about the police visit as she could get away with, and dealt with several crises involving the treacherous photocopier. None of these had proven to be long-term distractions from the fact that her best friend was at present the chief suspect in a murder investigation. The last text message she had received from Evie said the police had released her and she was on her way to the library, but waiting for her friend’s face to appear at the top of the staircase was more suspense than Kitt could bear.

			Consequently, she was doing what any curious soul might be doing under the circumstances: looking up a list of common poisons on the internet and trying to decide which was the most likely cause of Owen’s death.

			Prescribed medicines, or over the counter medicines, were at the top of the list. Kitt narrowed her eyes. As far as she knew, Owen wasn’t taking any medication. This wasn’t usually the kind of thing a person would know about their best friend’s boyfriend, but discretion wasn’t Evie’s number one quality, so Kitt reasoned that if Owen had been on anything, she would have been apprised of the situation.

			Next on the list was carbon monoxide. Kitt bit her lower lip and thought for a moment. The police didn’t give any hints about how they had found the body, or any other clues. Surely they would recognize that kind of poisoning from the method involved? Still, a possibility, if the killer knew what they were doing, which, from the description of the crime, it would seem they did.

			The librarian was just about to move on to a list of toxic cleaning products when a familiar voice cried out: ‘Kitt!’

			Evie’s call carried over the whirr of the second-floor photocopier, the low gabble of study groups discussing concepts such as ‘the androgynous mind’ in the collaboration corner, and the strained groan of the ancient inkjet printer on Grace’s desk.

			The librarian turned in the direction of Evie’s voice. She was walking towards the enquiry desk from the staircase, her turquoise patterned raincoat covering the cream canvas trousers and tunic she wore for her work as a massage therapist. Though the low slant of her shoulders betrayed Evie’s sadness, her features were quite level. Kitt guessed she was trying to keep her pace and facial expression appropriate to the surroundings, aware that in a small city like York gossip about a half-hysterical woman causing a ruckus in a university library would soon spread. After a minute, however, the urge to be close to Kitt got the better of her, and she broke into a half-jog, her short peroxide curls bouncing as she closed the last few feet between them.

			Kitt wrapped her arms around Evie, breathing in the scent of her perfume. It had top notes of almond and, on any ordinary day, left the librarian feeling a bit peckish, but not today. Being questioned about a murder was more than enough to put food out of Kitt’s mind. Well, at least for an hour or two.

			In the warmth of her friend’s embrace, Kitt felt the sudden desire to cry. She managed to hold onto the tears, but only because she was well-practised at doing so.

			‘He’s dead . . .’ Evie wept into Kitt’s shoulder, leaning her pixie-like body against that of her sturdier best friend. Resting her chin on Evie’s head, Kitt could see several of the students looking in their direction, but she didn’t care about that. Right then, she just wanted her friend to feel loved.

			‘I know, I know. I’m sorry. Shhhh,’ Kitt soothed, stroking a hand over Evie’s hair and squeezing her even tighter.

			‘They thought it was me,’ Evie sobbed. ‘That I—’

			‘I know,’ Kitt said, before gripping Evie’s arms and pushing her back a step so she could look at her as she spoke. ‘But I know you didn’t do it. I know you were too distraught over the adorable antics of Meg Ryan to commit murder that night.’

			‘Oh, don’t make me laugh right now,’ Evie said, managing to emit something between a giggle and a sob. ‘That’s not fair. This is awful.’

			‘Just telling it how it was,’ Kitt continued to tease. ‘And another thing, how have you kept your eyeliner flicks in place after all the crying you must have done?’

			A small smile edged its way over Evie’s lips. ‘I’ll teach you. After I figure out what the hell I’m going to do.’

			‘What need you do? The police let you go, didn’t they?’

			Evie looked over her shoulders to make sure nobody was listening in to their conversation. She lowered her voice to almost a whisper. ‘I’m not out of the woods yet. They say they might want to speak to me again if new evidence comes to light. Kitt . . .’ she paused, ‘there were things . . . at the crime scene. They pointed to me.’

			Kitt frowned. ‘What things?’ But then she held her hand up to stop Evie continuing. ‘This is best discussed in private. Grace is in the office brewing us some tea for just that purpose. We’ll talk more there.’

			Evie looked as though she was going to cry again, but then something caught her eye over by the bookshelves. ‘That man in the gender politics aisle is giving you a bit of a rum look.’

			Anyone else might have remarked on Evie’s use of outdated slang, but Kitt knew well enough that her friend’s love of all things vintage extended even to words. This meant that occasionally a phrase popped out of her mouth that hadn’t been used in casual conversation for a good fifty years.

			Kitt glanced in the direction Evie was looking and saw the Tess of the d’Urbervilles fanatic she’d dealt with earlier loitering in the bookshelves nearest her desk, pretending to read a copy of The Second Sex by Simone de Beauvoir.

			‘Cabbage,’ Kitt said.

			‘Cabbage?’ Evie repeated.

			‘Shhhh,’ said Kitt. Every ten seconds or so he looked over the top of the book in Kitt’s direction. He was probably hanging around to try to annoy her after the comment she’d made this morning.

			‘What about cabbage?’ said Evie.

			‘Never mind. I’ll be with you in a minute, you know your way.’

			Kitt watched her forlorn friend walk off towards the office, and then, turning to her desk, hunted out a pen and a spare piece of paper. On it, she wrote the well-worn, ingenious lie: ‘Back in five’. No doubt Cabbage would be timing her absence from the help desk, but Kitt couldn’t worry about that right now. She would send Grace along as soon as she could. The students would not be too long without a guiding hand, and besides, her best friend had been all but accused of murder. This was an emergency.

			Walking towards the office and skirting to the left of the bookcases, Kitt traced her fingertips along the spines of the various volumes as she walked. She tried with all her might to think of a list of people who would have a plausible motive for wanting Owen dead. Besides Evie, that is. But Kitt couldn’t think of anyone. He just wasn’t a notable enough character to have a list of arch-nemeses. There was a possibility that Owen had been involved in something sinister, perhaps even criminal, and that had been his undoing, but neither Halloran nor Banks had made any suggestion of this. They’d leaped straight to the assumption that Evie was involved, that it had something to do with his personal life. Did that mean the police didn’t have any other leads? Or had they just pounced on circumstantial evidence – the ‘things’ Evie had mentioned that somehow pointed to her?

			By the time she reached the office door, Kitt was no closer to an answer. The door, painted in a dark, moss green and bordered with an architrave patterned with swans, stood ajar. Kitt was just about to push through it when she heard Evie’s voice say: ‘Did you say anything to Kitt about it?’

			Kitt’s hand rested on the pewter door handle, but she couldn’t quite bring herself to announce her presence yet.

			‘No,’ Grace responded. ‘I do love to tease her, I know I’ve got her when she crinkles her nose up –’

			Evie chuckled. ‘She does do that.’

			‘— but it didn’t seem right today,’ said Grace. ‘Not with what you’re going through.’

			‘Yeah,’ said Evie, a hollow note in her voice. ‘But, do you really think Halloran was eyeing her up?’

			‘Definitely. I mean, as much as he could whilst still staying on task,’ came Grace’s response.

			‘Well, really,’ Kitt muttered under her breath. She wished, given the fact that there was a murder investigation under way, Evie and Grace could find better things to talk about than some imaginary romance between herself and Inspector Halloran.

			‘How was Kitt with him?’ asked Evie.

			‘She . . .’ There was a pause. ‘She did hold his eye when he talked to her. But I couldn’t say she was moon-eyed or anything.’

			Good job, thought Kitt. If you said that, I’d march right into the office and set you straight. Moon-eyed. The very idea.

			Though it couldn’t be denied that Inspector Halloran kept himself in shape, Kitt was no magpie when it came to her affections. It took more than a set of sparkling blue eyes to turn her head. She was the type to fall in love with souls, and, as a preference, those of fictional characters who remained perfect and untouchable on the other side of the page. Halloran seemed palatable enough and Kitt ventured he might even be dashing on occasion, but he was no Edward Rochester. A controversial choice of fictional mate, Kitt would concede. But she was uninterested in straight arrows void of any complication or nuance. No matter what her reading group thought of Rochester, they couldn’t accuse him of being too straightforward.

			‘To be honest,’ said Grace, interrupting Kitt’s thoughts. ‘I don’t think she noticed. Maybe he isn’t her type.’

			‘Nobody is,’ Evie said.

			‘What do you mean?’ asked Grace.

			‘Oh, nothing, it’s all a bit sad.’

			At her friend’s words Kitt drew in a sharp breath, taking in the sweet scent of ageing books and dust, before leaning her back against the wall next to the doorway. She stared at the row of bulky directories shelved in front of her, all of their spines coloured warning-light red. If she had the strength to barge into the office now, this subject would be closed, but in a moment it was all far too late.

			‘Don’t keep me in suspense,’ Grace pushed. ‘What do you mean, “sad”?’

			There was a pause. Kitt’s blue eyes flitted left and right as she wondered how her friend would respond.

			‘Well, the last bloke Kitt was with, he sort of disappeared,’ Evie continued.

			On the other side of the wall Kitt drew down the shutters of her eyelids, remembering.

			‘Disappeared? What, like a missing person?’ said Grace.

			‘No, not exactly. One day, he just stopped communicating. Wouldn’t return any of Kitt’s messages. Or phone calls. When she went to visit him in the room he was renting in Manchester, he’d moved out.’

			‘Oh my God. When was this? Where’d he go?’

			‘Must be more than ten years ago now. She never found out where he went,’ Evie said, her voice almost as small as Kitt had felt that day, when she had realized the man she loved was gone. ‘Kitt said his flatmate didn’t have a forwarding address. But he’d given proper notice. He’d known for four weeks that he wasn’t going to be around.’

			‘Ugh,’ said Grace. ‘She got ghosted.’

			‘Ghosted?’ said Evie.

			‘Yeah, when the person you’re with just disappears. Like a ghost.’

			Ghosted.

			Kitt’s mind turned the word over and over, like the ocean trying to smooth a rough pebble. A fitting word, she thought, for an experience that would haunt her for years to come. Fiddling with the pendant around her neck, she read the words, written by Charlotte Brontë, engraved across the gold. ‘I am no bird, and no net ensnares me.’

			Not even a safety net, Kitt thought.

			‘So that’s why she never talks about boyfriends,’ said Grace.

			‘There’s been nothing serious in the time I’ve known her,’ said Evie. ‘But that’s fine, I just want her to be happy.’

			‘She seems happy,’ said Grace.

			‘You’re right, actually,’ said Evie. ‘In spite of that temper of hers, Kitt’s probably the happiest person I know.’

			At this, Kitt’s eyes sprang open. She willed the corners of her mouth to turn upwards. ‘Courage, girl. Strength, metal,’ Kitt said, reciting under her breath the words of encouragement her parents used whenever she or her sister, Rebecca, found themselves despairing over anything – from the death of an elderly relative to an unfortunate teenage wardrobe malfunction. Growing up in the eighties, the latter had happened more regularly than she would care to admit now.

			Standing up straight, Kitt pushed her shoulders back and swung open the office door.

		

	
		
			Five

			Kitt’s smile widened as she met the eyes of her two friends. The room was bathed in tinted afternoon sunlight streaming in through the only feature of undisputed beauty in the ­second-floor office: an ornate stained-glass window depicting a scene from Shakespeare’s Much Ado About Nothing. There was a moment’s silence.

			‘Kettle boiled yet?’ said Kitt. Evie was sitting just to her right in one of the battered floral armchairs, while Grace was standing to her left at the dark wooden desk in the centre of the room.

			‘Just a second ago,’ Grace said.

			Kitt nodded at her assistant. ‘I’ll pour. You take a seat.’

			The silence hung around while Kitt handed a teacup to each of her friends. She then pulled up a wooden chair next to Evie’s.

			‘I’m afraid we can’t get comfortable,’ Kitt said to Grace. ‘I left “Back in five” sign on the desk three minutes ago.’

			‘It’s all right,’ said Grace. ‘I’ll check on the desk in a few minutes. But at least let me hear a little bit . . .’

			‘Evie, are you up to talking about it?’ asked Kitt.

			‘I think it will do me good,’ Evie said, looking down into her tea. ‘But I’ll warn you I’m likely to cry again. It’s been one shock after another this morning.’

			‘I know, love.’ Kitt’s brow dipped as she looked over at her friend, cradling the teacup as if it was the only warmth available to her in the world. ‘Start at the beginning, and the moment you want to stop, stop.’

			Evie moved her lips one over the other to moisten them as she looked between Kitt and Grace. ‘The first I knew of it was when Halloran and Banks walked into the salon this morning,’ she began, referring to Daisy Chain Beauty – she used the back room there for her massage appointments.

			‘What did they say?’ asked Grace.

			‘They said I’d have to cancel my appointments because they needed to take me to the police station. Said they wanted to speak to me about a murder, and it was in my interests to cooperate. I said I’d be happy to help them in any way I could, but that I couldn’t just cancel all my appointments – I need the money.’ Every muscle in Evie’s face slackened as she remembered what had happened next.

			‘That’s when they told you,’ Kitt said, ‘who the victim was.’

			Evie’s voice wavered as she spoke. ‘I just broke down. I wouldn’t believe them to begin with.’

			‘I am so sorry,’ Kitt said, leaning across and squeezing her friend’s hand.

			‘I’m sorry too,’ said Grace.

			‘I know, thanks,’ Evie said. She was wincing with the pain of retelling her ordeal, but continued. ‘Anyway, Diane was on reception and said she’d cancel my appointments, and they drove me to the police station. They said they wanted to talk to me, but it wasn’t just a chat. They cautioned me, you know how they do on the police shows.’

			‘You have the right to remain silent . . . ?’ Kitt asked.

			‘Yeah. I saw cameras fixed near the ceiling. They recorded what I said. The word interrogation is a bit strong because the inspector was very calm all the way through, but they did question me,’ said Evie.

			‘But why?’ Grace asked. ‘Because you’re his ex-girlfriend?’

			‘No, it’s not just that. For a start, there was no sign of forced entry. Which means—’

			‘Owen knew his killer,’ Kitt finished. ‘But that alone doesn’t prove it was you. Owen knew lots of people. There’s still not much reason to suspect you above anyone else.’

			Evie glanced down at her teacup.

			‘What? What is it?’ asked Kitt.

			‘The poison was slipped into some wine. The bottle was still in the kitchen when the police arrived. It was a bottle of Egly-Ouriet Brut,’ said Evie.

			‘Oh no,’ said Kitt.

			‘Is that not a very good wine?’ asked Grace, looking between the two friends.

			Kitt shook her head at her assistant. ‘Owen impressed Evie by buying her a bottle of Egly-Ouriet on their first date.’

			‘Not that I know anything about wine,’ said Evie, ‘but I saw how much it cost and it wasn’t cheap.’

			‘All right, I’ll admit that doesn’t look good. But how would the police know what wine Owen bought on your first date?’ asked Grace.

			‘I’d posted on Facebook about it a couple of times because he bought a bottle on our anniversaries,’ Evie explained. ‘That’s where gloating gets you.’

			‘Now, now,’ said Kitt. ‘Owen bought that wine for you. You’ve never bought any, have you?’

			‘Not on my wages,’ said Evie.

			‘Then there are no financial records to prove you purchased the murder weapon,’ Kitt said. ‘A coincidence over a bottle of wine wouldn’t be enough to convict you of anything anyway.’

			Evie pressed her lips together and looked back at Kitt with wide, nervous eyes.

			‘There’s more, isn’t there?’ asked Kitt.

			‘Owen was found . . .’ Evie’s mouth wobbled, but she recovered herself, ‘they found him with a note pinned to his chest.’

			‘A note?’ Kitt said. ‘The police never mentioned that to me.’

			‘I imagine what I’m telling you is pretty much need-to-know only,’ said Evie.

			‘What did the note say?’ asked Grace.

			‘I don’t know how else to say this . . .’ said Evie.

			‘That’s all right,’ said Grace. ‘Just take your time.’

			‘No,’ Evie said. ‘That’s what the note said. “I don’t know how else to say this.”’

			‘Wait,’ Kitt said, her breath quickening. ‘Those words. That was the opening sentence of the break-up message Owen sent to you.’

			‘Word for word.’

			‘Did it say anything else?’ Kitt asked.

			Evie shook her head. There was a pause before she continued. ‘The police had searched through Owen’s message history and found our break-up messages. We went back and forth on that thread for a few days, and the exchange doesn’t show me in my best light. But it gets more macabre.’

			‘How do you mean?’ said Kitt.

			‘The note, it was pinned to his chest,’ said Evie.

			‘Yes, you already told us that,’ said Kitt.

			‘It was . . . the killer pinned it to his chest by . . .’ Evie trailed off, her mouth tried to make the right shapes, but no sound came out.

			‘What?’ Kitt prompted, not sure if she really wanted to know given the look on her friend’s face.

			‘Stabbing a fountain pen . . . through his heart. That’s what was holding the note there. Through his heart . . .’

			Kitt held her right hand to her chest, thinking.

			‘But that’s just . . .’ Grace began.

			‘Sick?’ Kitt suggested.

			‘Yeah, and . . . weird . . . isn’t it?’ said Grace.

			‘I’m not sure weird really covers it,’ said Kitt. ‘Poisoning, stabbing through the heart . . . It’s like A Study in Scarlet.’

			Evie frowned at her friend. ‘Is that librarian code for something?’

			‘No, it’s Sherlock Holmes. One of the stories.’

			‘I don’t remember that episode,’ said Grace.

			Kitt stared at her assistant. ‘It’s a book, Grace. You haven’t read any Conan Doyle, then? Too busy watching all five Paranormal Activity films on a loop, no doubt.’

			‘Actually, there are six Paranormal Activity films, not including the unofficial spin-off—’

			‘Oh, good grief,’ Kitt said, bringing a hand to her head.

			‘But no,’ Grace continued. ‘I was too busy reading the Byomkesh Bakshi stories, which I have been told surpass the Sherlock Holmes stories on several levels.’

			Kitt’s face broke into a smile. ‘They are rather good. The Invisible Triangle was one of my favourites.’

			‘Oi,’ said Evie, looking between Kitt and Grace. ‘When you’ve quite finished your book club meeting, there’s a human being in pain over here.’

			‘Sorry,’ Kitt said.

			‘It’s all right.’ Evie sniffed. She paused then, and added, ‘But in case it is somehow relevant, who was the murderer in that story?’

			‘There’s a lot of back story in A Study in Scarlet, but ­essentially . . .’

			‘What?’ asked Evie.

			‘The murders in that story were revenge killings, over a broken heart.’

			‘Oh,’ said Evie. ‘This really doesn’t look good for me, does it?’

			Kitt made a dismissive wave. ‘Give over. You’re innocent. There’s no hard evidence, no DNA at the crime scene, or we wouldn’t be sitting here right now.’

			Evie nodded, but didn’t say anything else. Grace took the opportunity to interject.

			‘So in A Study in Scarlet, someone is poisoned and stabbed through the heart? Like Owen was?’

			‘No, not exactly,’ said Kitt. ‘Two different people, and not with a fountain pen. So weird . . . You couldn’t kill a person that way, I don’t think. At least not easily. Halloran said that Owen was poisoned, which means the murderer must have stayed with the body afterwards to pin the note on him in this . . . this theatrical manner.’

			‘But would a fountain pen even cut through skin or tissue?’ said Grace.

			‘Not without the use of great force. Or, I suppose you could stab the victim with something else first and then wedge the pen in there . . .’

			Evie moaned and covered her ears.

			‘Sorry,’ Kitt said, rubbing Evie’s nearest arm. ‘I don’t mean to be callous, I’m just trying to understand it, I suppose.’

			Evie tried to turn her lips up at the corners, but remained quite pale in the face. Perhaps, however, that was in part because since breaking up with Owen, she’d stopped indulging in those god-awful fake tans from the salon on Coney Street. All the staff there looked like they’d been Tangoed, which should have been enough to deter anyone from entrusting their skin to those people. Owen had let it slip on their second-ever date that he liked ‘exotic-looking’ women, and Evie, in her wisdom, had decided a fake tan was the closest she could get.

			It had taken a few weeks, but she was at last starting to look more peachy than Jaffa.

			‘Did . . . did the police say what brand the fountain pen was?’

			Evie stared at her friend. ‘I know you love stationery, but do you really think that’s the big question right now?’

			Kitt sighed. ‘If there’s a brand, the police will be able to track down where the fountain pen came from. Not many people use fountain pens these days.’

			Evie looked up to the ceiling, thinking. ‘I think they said it was a Stanwyck fountain pen.’

			‘Well, I don’t think that brand is even on sale any more in the shops. I certainly haven’t seen them for years, so the killer must have gone to a specialist shop to find it. That’s bound to narrow the police search for the culprit.’

			Grace raised her hand in the air, like a schoolchild asking permission to speak.

			‘I’m not sure the hand-raise is totally necessary, Grace,’ said Kitt.

			‘Sorry, just wanted to make sure you’d finished. In our criminal psychology unit, we were taught that the way a crime is committed tells you a lot about the ego of a person, particularly in murder cases.’

			Kitt went quiet for a moment, digesting Grace’s comment. ‘Owen was poisoned. Which is a sort of sneaky method for killing a person, isn’t it? It’s not a death by brute force. And this thing with the fountain pen, it must have been done after the fact. It would take time. Which means the killer hung around to sort of orchestrate what the police would find when they got there.’

			‘You mean, to make the evidence point to Evie?’ Grace asked.

			‘Yes,’ said Kitt. ‘But there’s more to it than that. If they stayed at the scene to . . . well, to arrange things, that suggests calculation. Maybe even a lack of guilt over what they’d done.’

			‘I’m sorry,’ said Evie. ‘I think I was wrong. Talking about this is not helping.’

			Kitt took Evie’s hands in both of hers. ‘No, I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘We don’t have to talk about it. I just don’t understand how the police could think you’d done such a thing.’

			‘Well, most people are killed by somebody who knows them,’ said Grace.

			‘Yes,’ Kitt said, glaring at her assistant. Evie had only just visibly recovered from Kitt’s accidentally vivid assessment of how efficient a fountain pen might be at piercing the heart of her ex-boyfriend. ‘Thank you for that comforting thought, but perhaps now would be a good time for you to check there’s nobody waiting at the enquiry desk.’

			‘Oh . . . I— I didn’t mean to sound insensitive,’ Grace stuttered, standing up from her chair.

			‘I know, it’s all right,’ Evie said to Grace. ‘Who knows what to say in situations like this?’

			Grace pursed her lips and put her hand on Evie’s shoulder for a moment before placing her teacup on the desk and leaving the room.

			‘I don’t want you to worry about this,’ Kitt said, looking at her friend.

			‘How can I not?’ said Evie.

			‘Because,’ Kitt said, ‘the police need more than the fact you and Owen weren’t on great terms to make an arrest for murder.’

			‘They have got more though,’ Evie protested. ‘The killer used the exact words of a break-up message Owen sent to me.’

			‘Yes, but anyone who knew about the message could have done that, couldn’t they?’ said Kitt.

			‘Yes, and Inspector Halloran did ask for a list of other people who knew about it, which I gave him.’

			‘Good. See? They can’t cart you off to prison just like that. The police need evidence you were at the crime scene, and as you were with me that evening, we both know they’re not going to find anything. There’s a reason why the late, great crime novelist Sue Grafton started her alphabet series with A is for Alibi: it’s one of the most important aspects of any criminal investigation, and you’ve got one.’

			‘You’re right, and I never even went to his new place. I—’ Evie was interrupted by her mobile phone. Due to her love of all things vintage, her ringtone was a recording of Shirley Bassey’s ‘Kiss Me, Honey Honey’. When Evie first downloaded that ringtone, the blare of the brass erupting out of nowhere used to make Kitt jump every time, but she’d since got used to it manifesting in her life without warning.

			‘Hello?’ Evie answered the call. ‘Oh, Heather. I’m sorry, I totally forgot. Today has been a nightmare, I can’t even tell you.’ There was a pause. ‘Oh, they have? Yes, sorry about that, they asked for a list of people who knew about me and Owen breaking up.’ Another pause. ‘Shocking doesn’t really cover it. Yes, all right, sorry again. All right, bye.’

			Evie hung up.

			‘Completely forgot I booked myself in for a manicure this afternoon,’ she said.

			‘Surely everyone at the salon must know you’re unavailable to have your nails done today?’ Kitt said.

			‘No, this is at another salon, on Bishy Road,’ Evie explained. ‘When I went on that date the other week, I didn’t want everyone at work knowing about it. First one since Owen, and all that. So I booked in there instead. Heather, who owns the place, had a special offer on and the manicure was immaculate, so I decided to go back.’

			‘Makes sense,’ said Kitt.

			‘But obviously today, with everything . . . I just forgot about the appointment.’

			‘Not surprising,’ said Kitt. ‘And I’m sure your clients won’t notice if you skip a week.’

			‘Not exactly a top priority, to be honest. At least the police aren’t wasting any time in running down the leads I gave them, I suppose.’

			‘Oh?’ said Kitt.

			‘Heather was on the list of people I gave Halloran. I’d never met her before in my life, but had to put her on the list just because we got chatting about the break-up while she did my nails. God knows what she thought when the police walked through her door this morning.’

			‘I’m sure she was surprised,’ said Kitt, ‘as we all were. But it’s not like you can control how the police conduct the investigation. You just followed their instructions. Look, I checked, and there isn’t anyone to cover me this afternoon. Are you going to be all right? You can stay in here if you just want to hide away from the world a little bit. Sit and read, or sleep?’

			‘I don’t think I could do either just now. I’m going to go for a walk along the river.’

			‘Good salve for the soul,’ said Kitt. ‘Tea at mine?’

			‘Thanks Kitt,’ Evie said, leaning across to give her friend a hug. ‘Thank God, I can always rely on you.’

		

	
		
			Six

			A loud thudding sounded at the front door of thirteen, Ouse View Avenue. Startled, Kitt sat upright in her bed, her heart thundering, her mouth dry.

			She waited.

			Had she really heard the noise, or was it just an echo from a nightmare? Nightmare was a bit strong, but she had been dreaming about the events surrounding Owen’s murder. As dreams often are, it was something of a jumble. The last thing the librarian remembered was Inspector Halloran giving her his hard, blue stare whilst fastening handcuffs tightly around her wrists. For some reason, in the dream this hadn’t seemed as alarming as she might have expected and, on waking, an unfamiliar flutter stirred in Kitt’s stomach.

			She sighed and shook her head. ‘Freud would have had a field day with you.’

			Kitt had hardly finished muttering to herself when the pounding against her weathered oak door started again, making her jump.

			So she had been jolted awake by something more tangible than the vision of Halloran and his handcuffs. Kitt turned on the lamp that stood on her bedside table, pushing aside her journal and a copy of A Murder Is Announced, which she hadn’t quite resisted checking out of the library before she finished her shift, to get at her wristwatch.

			Two a.m.

			She let out an involuntary moan.

			But the person banging at her door didn’t care that it was two a.m., which could only mean something serious had happened . . . again. Woe betide her late-night visitor if this wasn’t an emergency.

			Kitt swung her legs out of bed, crossed the short cold span of dark floorboards and pulled the curtain aside to look out of the window, into the street.

			Squinting through the faint illumination provided by a lamp post a little further up the road, Kitt could make out a familiar hooded figure wearing a blue raincoat. A fox shrieked somewhere in the distance, startling both Kitt and the figure below. Then the figure looked up towards the window, and the outline of Evie’s face became visible. Her hand made a little wave. Without thinking, Kitt waved back and then frowned. Evie had spent the best part of the evening here after tea. What on earth had brought her back to her best friend’s doorway so quickly, and at such an ungodly hour?

			Holding back another sigh, Kitt let the curtain fall back into its natural resting place and put on her silk dressing gown, patterned with white roses, before making her way downstairs. She knew her friend wouldn’t wake her without good cause. Evie had experienced one or two of Kitt’s hard stares over the years and, as far as she could tell, wouldn’t do anything to invite one.

			Her cat, Iago, gave her his yellow-eyed glare as she turned on the light in the living room.

			‘Not my choice to be up at this hour,’ Kitt said to the cat. ‘You often wake me at inconvenient hours. That’s karma for you.’

			Unmoved by his owner’s words, Iago continued to glare, but Kitt didn’t notice. She was too busy rattling the keys in the lock and then pulling hard on the handle to get the stiff old door to move inward. It never was cooperative once autumn set in.

			Evie stood shivering on the other side of the threshold.

			‘Now then. Before you say anything, I’m sorry,’ Evie said. ‘I know you’re not a morning person.’

			‘Not a two in the morning person, no. But come in,’ Kitt said, stifling a yawn.

			Evie stepped into the living room.

			‘Here,’ said Kitt, closing the door and taking her friend’s coat. ‘Come and sit down and tell me what’s going on. At this hour, I assume you weren’t just passing.’

			Kitt hung Evie’s coat on a wooden peg next to the door and then joined her friend near the hearth.

			‘Mmm, it’s so warm in here. It’s bitter out there,’ said Evie as she sank down into one of the two available armchairs, which were upholstered in a deep, pine green fabric. Kitt had picked it out because it reminded her of the colours of Dalby Forest in the summer. Sunny thoughts weren’t to be sniffed at on days like today – or yesterday, as it was now.

			‘I sat up and read for a bit after you went home,’ said Kitt, deciding to keep the fact she’d chosen a murder mystery novel to herself lest it come across as a bit macabre. ‘Only put the fire out a couple of hours ago. And I do have a lot of insulation.’ Kitt nodded at the nearest bookshelf. The wall with the fireplace was in fact the only wall in the living room that wasn’t lined with bookshelves, all of them heaving with paperbacks and hardbacks on every conceivable subject.

			‘Anyway. What’s going on now? You all right?’

			Evie shook her head. ‘Where do I even begin?’

			‘That bad?’ asked Kitt.

			‘Well, for starters, you remember I gave the police a list of people who knew about the break-up message Owen sent me?’

			‘Yes,’ said Kitt, slowly. ‘They don’t suspect someone on that list, do they?’ If Evie had told those people the finer details of Owen’s break-up message, the likelihood was she trusted them. If Evie had trusted the wrong person, Kitt knew she would never forgive herself for what had happened after the fact.

			‘Beth Myers.’ Evie’s words were coupled with a shaky nod.

			‘Beth M— the lass who went out with Owen before you did?’

			‘That’s the one,’ said Evie. ‘About an hour ago, I got woken up by a phone call from her mother. She was past herself. She’d been ringing around Beth’s mates to find out if they were with her on the night of the murder. Said she gave the police an alibi that didn’t check out, and they’d taken her in for further questioning. Her mum has been trying to find out who she was really with. Or why she would lie.’

			‘She couldn’t have waited until a more reasonable hour to find that out?’ said Kitt.

			‘Apparently not,’ said Evie. ‘She seemed to be basically going through Beth’s entire list of contacts. Maybe her mum’s a bit over protective?’

			‘Or a bit shocked to find her child caught up in a murder case,’ said Kitt. ‘Do you think Beth’s capable of something like this?’

			Evie crossed her arms and shrugged her shoulders. ‘I admit, I don’t know her that well. She was part of Owen’s university crowd, you know, and we only saw each other when they all got together as a big group. But . . . she’s never shown any worrying signs . . . at least her behaviour was never more worrying than everyone else’s on a Saturday night. And she went out with Owen a long time ago now. They broke up a good six months before I met him, and he’d been on a couple of dates with other people between her and me. They always seemed on spectacular terms for two people who’d been in a relationship that didn’t work out.’

			‘Possibly because he didn’t break up with her via ­Facebook Messenger?’ said Kitt, pursing her lips.

			‘Always helps,’ said Evie. ‘But in that sense the idea that she would kill him, especially in such a freaky way, doesn’t add up. Not. At. All. When I asked Owen about their break-up, he said it was mutual.’

			‘So it was amicable,’ said Kitt. ‘She wasn’t holding any grudge towards him.’ 

			Evie stared at Kitt. ‘Well, yeah, but you know what “mutual” really means most of the time if a lad’s saying it?’

			‘Enlighten me.’

			‘If a lad says that, it usually means he was dumped.’

			Despite the seriousness of the situation, Kitt chuckled. ‘Oh, Evie, you can’t possibly deduce that from someone telling you a break-up was mutual.’

			‘I can. One night, when we were out with his uni mates, I’d had a few drinks and curiosity got the better of me.’

			Kitt took in a deep breath. ‘Oh dear, what did you do?’

			‘Nothing too outrageous. Just followed Beth to the ladies and asked her about the break-up.’

			‘How did she take that question?’

			‘Well, she’d had a few drinks too, so was perhaps a bit more forthcoming than she might have been usually, but I was right. She broke up with him. Said she’d fallen in love with someone else. Though . . .’

			‘What?’ asked Kitt.

			‘I’ve never seen her with another boyfriend, so that must have ended pretty quickly too,’ said Evie.

			‘She’s not had any other boyfriends?’

			‘Not in the two years I was with Owen,’ said Evie, her eyes darting in Kitt’s direction. ‘But we can’t chalk that up as suspicious behaviour. I only saw her every couple of months, and besides, there’s a lot of that going about.’

			‘Fair point,’ said Kitt, before raising both her eyebrows and staring into the blackness of the grate. Perhaps Beth had come to the same conclusion Kitt had, that intimacy was too dangerous a pastime.

			‘Besides anything else,’ said Evie, ‘Beth’s a bit too . . . prissy to be a murderer.’

			‘I don’t think all murderers come complete with missing teeth and Z-shaped scars down their faces,’ said Kitt.

			‘I know,’ Evie said, mock-sneering in Kitt’s direction. ‘But Beth is super-fussy about her appearance. In all the times I’ve hung around with her, whether it was a night in with a film, or a night out on the tiles, she always looked just so. Immaculate manicures. Every hair in place, and I do mean always. The idea of her bloodying her perfectly-lotioned hands is madness.’

			‘Clearly the police don’t think so,’ said Kitt.

			‘The police thought I did it, six hours ago. Knowing my luck they’ll come back with some theory that me and Beth were in it together.’ Evie paused and looked at her friend. ‘Unless . . .’

			Kitt narrowed her eyes. ‘Unless what?’

			‘Well, on the way here I started thinking,’ said Evie.

			‘That sentence always leads somewhere interesting,’ Kitt teased.

			‘Better that than somewhere dull,’ said Evie, and the smile Kitt had hoped to see on her friend’s full, Marilyn Monroe-like lips made a brief appearance. ‘What if we find out what Beth was really up to that night?’

			Kitt’s nose crinkled. ‘How would clearing someone else’s name help you? Wouldn’t that just make you the prime suspect again?’

			‘I don’t want to make my own situation worse,’ said Evie, ‘but the police seem to be making a proper mess of all this, and I don’t want to see a friend suffer the same way I have. Besides, if I was guilty it’d make no sense for me to help Beth, the police will see that, and it might make them more open to the idea that I didn’t commit murder last Saturday night.’

			‘Perhaps,’ said Kitt, not wanting to seem dismissive about her friend’s well-meaning but misguided plan. Evie had been through a lot in the last twenty-four hours, and self-preservation was not, the evidence indicated, at the top of her priority list. ‘But how are you intending on finding out where Beth was? The police are working on this case full-time and, if Beth’s mum is ringing around everyone, it doesn’t sound as though they’ve had much luck in getting the truth out of their suspect.’

			‘We could try talking with her housemate,’ said Evie. ‘According to Beth’s mum, Beth gave her housemate as her original alibi. Bet she has her suspicions about where Beth might have really been.’

			‘But wouldn’t the police have already questioned the housemate?’ Kitt countered. ‘The likelihood is the housemate either doesn’t know where Beth was, or is unwilling to tell the police the truth.’

			‘Maybe,’ said Evie. ‘But maybe the police didn’t ask her the right questions. Maybe there have been some clues about where Beth really was, but her housemate hasn’t pieced them together.’

			The pair lapsed into a moment’s silence.

			Kitt knew that, despite the curiosity that had prompted her to look up a list of common poisons and devise various Christie-inspired theories before resting her head on the pillow that night, she must protect her friend from the consequences of an interfering, half-baked plan hatched at two in the morning.

			‘Look, even if I thought you might be able to get something out of the housemate that the police haven’t, it’s not a good idea for you to be connecting yourself with this investigation. You need to distance yourself. Otherwise your meddling might lead to the police being even more convinced that you and Beth are in on it together.’

			‘Well, about that, old chum,’ said Evie, playing with the ends of the blonde curls that fell nearest her face.

			Kitt recognized the slight sparkle in Evie’s green eyes that so often spelled trouble. ‘What?’

			‘You’re right about the fact that it would probably be for the best if I didn’t show up at Beth’s house tomorrow, given that I’m a suspect in the case,’ said Evie.

			‘Right . . .’ said Kitt. ‘So you’re not going to interfere? I’m sorry, you’re confusing me here.’

			‘The thing is,’ said Evie, ‘you’re not a suspect, are you?’

			Evie stared at Kitt as she digested what her friend meant by this question.

			‘No, no, no,’ said Kitt, standing up. She paced along the navy carpet she’d had fitted in a vain attempt to mask the never-ending supply of black cat-hair tumbleweed. She was convinced that animal waited until just after she’d hoovered before shedding – one of the cat’s many treacheries that had caused Kitt to christen him after a defector.

			‘Kitt, please. At least consider doing this for me. It’s awful enough knowing Owen’s . . . well, that he’s gone. But the idea of them not catching the right person somehow makes it all even worse.’

			‘But when you come up with mad schemes like this, it always leads to trouble. Usually for me.’

			Evie tilted her head to one side. ‘This is a pretty niche situation. When have I ever come up with something like this?’

			‘The details differ, but the suffering’s the same,’ said Kitt.

			‘You’re exaggerating.’

			‘Am I? Shall I remind you of that detox diet you begged me to join in with?’

			‘That was back in January, let it go,’ said Evie.

			‘I will, once the horror of exclusively eating sesame seeds for four days solid has faded.’ Kitt shook her head. They’d had to stop after four days because the sheer amount of seed oil they were digesting had caused raw, itchy rashes across their skin. The only thing to be thankful for was that the experience had obliterated Evie’s appetite for fad diets for good.

			‘Kitt, come on.’ Evie looked at her friend with wide, pleading eyes. ‘This is a bit more serious than a post-Christmas crash diet. Beth might have been up to something she shouldn’t have been, but she’s not a murderer.’

			‘Evie,’ Kitt said, her voice as gentle as she could make it, ‘if she’s not involved in this somehow, then why did she lie about where she was? You have to admit that her lack of alibi is a bit suspicious.’

			Evie closed her eyes for a moment and took a deep breath before opening them again. ‘I can’t explain how I know that Beth’s not to blame for this. I just do. I can’t do anything to help her. But you can.’

			Kitt didn’t say anything. Instead, she ran her fingers through some of the knots in her long red hair and stared up at a gilt-framed painting that occupied the space above the mantelpiece. It depicted a border collie out on the moorland coaxing sheep into a pen.

			‘All I’m asking is that you go around to Beth’s house first thing and ask a few questions. If the housemate doesn’t know anything, I’ll drop it. But we’ve got to at least try.’

			Kitt put a hand to her head and looked at her friend. In truth, this wouldn’t be Kitt’s first foray into seeking justice. She had spent a couple of years travelling just before she met Evie, and there were some stories even her best friend had yet to hear. But those adventures had happened when she was in her early twenties and thus less aware of her own mortality, long before she had settled down to librarian life in the enchanting city of York.

			‘You know, Kitt,’ Evie said. ‘You know what nobody else knows. Why this is so important to me.’

			At this, Kitt took in a sharp breath.

			Three years ago Evie had entrusted Kitt with a secret about her past. She had almost shattered herself to pieces in the telling of it, and the pair had never referred to it since. The fact Evie had so much as hinted at that episode of her life told Kitt how important it was she acquiesce to her friend’s request.

			‘All right,’ said Kitt. ‘I’ll go on my way into work. But if Beth’s housemate doesn’t have any insight, can we please agree that we’ll just let the police figure things out for themselves?’

			‘Agreed,’ said Evie, with a sly smile that Kitt interpreted as a sign that her friend knew she’d stoked her curiosity. A curiosity that once ignited was all but impossible to put out.

		

	
		
			Seven

			Given what Evie had said about Beth’s coiffed appearance, Kitt wagered the police’s latest top suspect would rather be living somewhere a touch more glamorous than a shabby Victorian semi. Especially one situated at the wrong end of Holgate Road to be convenient for the city centre. With ever-spiralling rent prices, however, a room in a bygone terraced house slathered with flaking cream paint, not to mention the unmistakable mould problem in the front porch, was probably the best a young hotel receptionist could hope to afford.

			After Evie’s visit in the early hours, Kitt had been unable to get back to sleep. When writing in her journal brought her no peace, she had turned to the copy of A Murder Is Announced and read it through to the end, even though day had been breaking when she was done. In that story, the victim was a hotel receptionist with a shady background who had known too much about the killer. This had sparked Kitt’s imagination, and she couldn’t help but wonder if Beth was more involved with this unnerving incident than Evie realized. What if, for example, some secret had come out while Owen and Beth had been dating? A secret she didn’t trust him to keep now that he’d found a new partner. A secret worth killing for . . . 

			Checking her watch once again to make sure she really did have time for all this palaver before going into work, Kitt took a deep breath and hopped up the few steps leading to the front door.

			Delivering a firm knock, she tried to ignore the question that had been circling non-stop through her head ever since she’d left the cottage this morning: why had she let Evie talk her into this? Things like this happen, Kitt reminded herself, when you allow people a strong emotional hold on you. She was an expert at saying ‘no’ to almost anyone else, but not Evie.

			There was a shuffling sound, and then a woman with her hair dyed in rainbow colours on just one side of her head came to the door. She frowned at Kitt, which was understandable given it wasn’t yet nine a.m. – far too early for unexpected visitors by all accounts.

			Glancing over the woman’s shoulder, though, Kitt could see she wasn’t the first visitor to the house that morning. Down the hallway, two police officers were crossing between rooms, opening drawers and rummaging through various stacks of paper.

			‘Can I help?’ the woman – who Kitt presumed to be Beth’s housemate – said. She had a sharp note in her voice and was pulling on a green duffle coat.

			‘Gina?’ said Kitt.

			‘Er, no,’ said the housemate. ‘You must have the wrong address. I’m a Georgette not a Gina.’

			‘Oh,’ said Kitt, a small blush creeping into her cheeks. It was obvious this was the right address. The odds of the police having to search two houses on the same street in one morning were slim. Evie’s less-than-spectacular listening skills were once again in evidence.

			‘Sorry, I think I may just have misremembered your name. I’m a friend of Beth’s,’ Kitt lied. It was only a little lie. She had met Beth and made small talk with her once or twice. They’d even, for reasons that were now a bit hazy, once had a rather in-depth conversation about the relationship between Johnny Cash and June Carter. According to Kitt’s recollections, Beth had been an unexpected expert on the failed marriages the singers endured before finally meeting each other and settling down . . . the random topics the intoxicated human brain can latch onto.

			‘She’s, er,’ the housemate looked down at her shoes, a pair of leopard-print Converse, and then back up at Kitt, ‘not here right now.’

			One of the officers, a woman with greying hair hacked short enough to create a silver frame around her face, came to the doorway. In her hands she held a small pile of items, likely belonging to Beth: a bunch of train tickets, returns to Leeds, and a stack of key cards from the White Horse Hotel, Beth’s place of work.

			That’s odd, thought Kitt. Why would Beth need to take the key cards home with her? Kitt looked as closely as she could at the items in the officer’s hands without drawing attention to herself, but the ink on the train tickets had faded, making it difficult to make out any of the finer details, while the keys cards were plain pieces of white plastic stamped with the White Horse Hotel logo and a serial number. Nothing notable there.

			‘Can I ask what your business is here, madam?’ said the officer, interrupting Kitt’s subtle scrutiny of any available artefact that might offer enough insight into Beth’s movements to pacify Evie.

			‘Of course, I’m so sorry to be a distraction from your work,’ Kitt said, biding time while her brain caught up with her tongue. ‘I’m a friend of Beth’s and heard what had happened. I was so concerned about the whole situation I couldn’t help but come here to check in with her housemate, in case there is anything I could do . . .’ Kitt tried to think if she’d ever read anything about the penalties for misleading the police when they were busy trying to solve a murder. Evie and her schemes . . . 

			The officer stared at Kitt for a moment, looking her up and down. Kitt widened her eyes, doing all she could to look innocent.

			‘I see,’ said the officer. ‘May I take your name?’

			‘Yes,’ Kitt said, with a sinking feeling in her stomach. Now it was bound to get back to Halloran and Banks that she had been around to Beth’s house the very morning after Evie had been questioned on suspicion of murder. That wasn’t going to look good on her best friend, or Kitt probably.

			‘It’s Kitt Hartley, Katherine if you want my Sunday name.’ She tried a forced little chuckle, partly because she wasn’t used to lying, and partly in an attempt to keep things light. In response, the officer narrowed her eyes. She opened her mouth to say something else, but then her gaze drifted beyond Kitt to something going on behind her.

			‘Just what we need,’ the officer said.

			Kitt turned to see a small crowd approaching the property. At first Kitt couldn’t work out who they were or why they might cause the officer any consternation, but on closer inspection she noticed one of the women in the party was carrying a camera. Just behind her, a young man pulled some sound equipment out of the back of a van parked up across the road. Not ten seconds passed before another car pulled up near the van, and two more men got out and headed straight towards Beth’s doorstep.

			‘Reporters,’ said Kitt, before turning to the doorway and looking at Georgette. ‘Do you . . . do you have a back door or something?’

			‘Why?’ asked Georgette, folding her arms.

			‘I . . . I’d really rather not be photographed or questioned by the media about this. It’s just too horrible to talk about it all.’ That was the truth, but Kitt also wanted to avoid her face appearing in any headline or story about the murder. She was Evie’s alibi, the one thing standing between her friend and major suspicion. Above all, she had to remain credible in the eyes of the inspector.

			‘You can’t come into the house while we’re conducting a search,’ said the officer, before her eyes once again riveted on the gathering gaggle of journalists approaching the doorway. Kitt recognized one of them as the presenter on the Northward News programme, which she occasionally caught on TV if she was back in time from her shift at the library. Chris something – she’d never paid that much attention to his surname. She’d been too distracted by how white and straight his teeth were. He had the teeth of a game show host, not a news reporter.

			‘All right, roll cameras,’ Chris Something said, before pointing the microphone at Kitt. ‘Are you related to the suspect in this case, madam?’

			‘No,’ said Kitt. ‘Anyway, I don’t want to comment or talk to you.’

			‘Is that because you know something about the murders?’ Chris pushed, squinting his hazel eyes and holding the microphone even closer to Kitt’s mouth.

			Kitt glared at him. ‘Not at all. I just—’ she broke off, distracted, as a camera flashed in her face.

			‘Didn’t you hear the lady?’ said the officer. ‘She said no comment.’

			A broad man with a belly poking out from his T-shirt, seemingly oblivious to the officer’s words, held up a camera, while the woman next to him who was dressed in a neat khaki trouser suit thrust a dictaphone in Kitt’s direction.

			‘Justine Krantz, News on the Ouse,’ said the woman, before tucking her shiny black hair behind her ears. ‘How do you know the suspect? Did she ever display worrying signs?’

			‘I’m not going to—’ Kitt began, but she was again ­interrupted.

			‘Get in line, Justine. We were here first,’ said Chris Something before turning to the officer who was still frowning in the doorway. ‘Investigating this case is in the public interest,’ he said to her. ‘Clear reporting on it might save lives.’

			‘Don’t give me that,’ said the officer. ‘You’re interested in ratings, not saving lives.’

			Undeterred, Chris continued his questioning. ‘Can the public be reassured that the killer has been caught, or is there a chance they are still at large?’

			The officer set her jaw. ‘Right, that’s it, press conference is over. We’ve all made it clear we don’t want to talk to you, and if you lot don’t clear off, you’ll find yourselves looking at harassment charges,’ she said, holding her hand in front of the cameras.

			Kitt turned to the officer then, and made her eyes as wide and pleading as she could. Truth be known, she could fend for herself, but the less footage the journalists had of her the better, and she needed to get inside the house. 

			The officer looked at Kitt’s face and sighed. ‘Ms Hartley, this way.’

			Kitt obeyed the instruction, beyond relieved to be out of the spotlight. She stepped through the door just before the officer closed it on a groaning audience of columnists and commentators.

		

	
		
			Eight

			On entering the hallway, the scent of tropical fruit hit the librarian. Papaya, perhaps, and mango. It was some form of air freshener, likely designed to overpower the strong smell of damp that so often filtered through these old houses. Still, it was doing its job and, moreover, Beth and Georgette had done all they could to distract from the yellowing popcorn ceiling and the fraying carpet, patterned with golden leaves. A vase of yellow dahlias stood on a small wooden table near the door and, further down the hall, an intricate wall hanging woven in felt and depicting the rolling purple wave of the Yorkshire moorland covered stale wallpaper.

			The officer put the chain on the door and then stalked towards the rear of the property. Georgette followed, and Kitt trailed after her.

			‘You can leave through the back door to avoid that lot. Whatever you do, don’t touch anything on your way through,’ the officer said.

			‘I don’t understand,’ said Georgette. ‘Why did they all show up at once like that?’

			The trio entered the kitchen, which had windows long and tall enough to let in a great deal of the early morning autumnal light. A blessing, considering someone had thought to paint the room from floor to ceiling in a dark, dingy green.

			‘Someone who knows the suspect will have Tweeted about it,’ said the officer. She dropped the train tickets and the key cards in her possession onto the kitchen table, next to several other items already in clear plastic bags. ‘It wasn’t you, was it?’ she asked, eyeing Kitt.

			‘No, it was not,’ said Kitt, trying not to let indignation sound out in her tone, and failing. ‘I don’t have time to be messing around on social media.’

			‘Good,’ said the officer. ‘Social media can be a right nuisance on cases like these. Lots of people spreading misinformation. It’s—’

			She was cut off by a loud crash in one of the neighbouring rooms. Slowly, she closed her eyes. ‘Wilkinson,’ she muttered, before opening her eyes again and marching off in the direction of the ruckus.

			‘What’s going on through there?’ said Kitt, craning her head out of the kitchen doorway.

			‘Apparently, they’re doing an organized search of the house,’ Georgette said, running a hand through the dark brown side of her hair. ‘The guy doing the search looks a bit wet behind the ears, and judging by the noise levels he’s pretty clumsy.’

			That’s all we need, thought Kitt. Why would they send someone so inexperienced to conduct a search on a case this serious? But then, all too quickly, she reached an answer: government cuts.

			Pursing her lips, she turned back towards the kitchen table. Several items were bagged up: a faded old T-shirt emblazoned with the Coca Cola logo; several envelopes of varying colours, one or two, Kitt noted, postmarked from Leicester, but looking like standard letters from insurance providers or banks or similar companies; a pile of bank statements, and some other letters that looked more personal with the address handwritten on the front. Next to this odd assortment of artefacts sat the yet-to-be-bagged items the officer had put down a few moments before: the train tickets and the key cards from the hotel. The officer would no doubt be back at any moment to shoo Kitt out of the back door – there wasn’t time to think about whether or not any of this shed light on where Beth really was on the night of the murder.

			Quick as she could, Kitt pulled her phone out of her satchel and hit the camera function on the keypad.

			‘What’re you doing?’ Georgette hissed, looking between Kitt and the doorway. ‘She said not to touch anything.’

			The librarian’s eyes widened. It had obviously been a bit rash to assume Georgette would approve of what she was up to.

			‘I’m not going to touch anything. But given what you told me about the teenager they’ve got on the case, it might be wise to take a couple of photos. Just in case something important is missed,’ Kitt said, snapping as many close-up shots as she could of the envelopes, the key cards and the bank statements, before shoving her phone back in her satchel.

			‘Why do you care so much?’ said Georgette, still being careful to keep her voice low.

			Kitt raised an eyebrow. ‘You don’t mind if Beth is wrongly accused of murder?’

			‘Beth lied to the police about where she was when her ex-boyfriend was murdered. And she used me as a fake alibi.’

			‘Both questionable life choices, I agree, but do you really think Beth is a murderer?’

			Georgette lowered her eyes further to the terracotta-tiled kitchen floor, but didn’t say anything more.

			‘Look,’ said Kitt, making one last attempt to get Georgette onside, ‘as well as being friends with Beth, I’m also very good friends with Evie Bowes. Do you know her?’

			Georgette squinted as though thinking hard, trying to place the name. ‘Beth’s mentioned her a couple of times. She went out with Owen after Beth . . . God, this must have hit her harder than anyone. Were they still together?’

			‘Quite recently broken up,’ said Kitt. ‘But I think, if anything, that’s somehow made it all worse, and when Evie heard Beth had been accused of the murder, well, she was past herself. Any idea why Beth lied? I really want to put Evie’s mind at rest.’

			‘Me?’ said Georgette. ‘I’ve already told the police ­every­thing.’

			‘I’m sure. It’s just, the whole thing’s a bit of a shock, and I was wondering if, on reflection, you had any idea about why Beth won’t tell the police where she was that night.’

			‘No, but to be honest, Beth hasn’t helped herself much in that regard,’ Georgette said.

			‘How do you mean?’ asked Kitt.

			‘Beth’s a really private person. At least, that’s the way she’s been for a long time now.’

			‘You mean, she wasn’t always so keen to keep her business to herself?’ Kitt said, thinking about her theory that Beth might have a secret that Owen knew too much about.

			‘No, well, not when she was with Owen. She used to tell me all sorts about that relationship. Much more than I’d like a lot of the time. But after they broke up . . .’

			‘What?’

			‘She sort of went in on herself, at least when it came to her love life. She’s never discussed it since then. Whenever I asked she just changed the subject, so after a while I stopped asking . . .’ Georgette’s body stiffened. ‘She was mad to end things with Owen anyway. He was besotted with her, but she broke it off like it was nothing, like he was nothing.’

			Kitt blinked in surprise and stared at Georgette, who, on realizing she had perhaps said more than she meant to, picked up a satchel off one of the kitchen chairs and threw in her keys and phone, which had been resting on a nearby counter.

			‘I’ve got to get to work,’ she said.

			Kitt was just about to ask another question when there was a shuffling sound at the door, swiftly followed by the words: ‘What are you still doing here?’

			‘I, er, I wasn’t sure if it’d be safe to leave yet. Do you think the reporters will be gone?’ Kitt was doing her best to look helpless and confused. It was an expression so alien to her face she had almost forgotten how.

			Eyeing Kitt, the officer strode to the back door, pulled it open, and looked both ways.

			‘You can walk along down the path here to the end of the row; any stragglers still hanging about will probably still be gawking at the front door.’

			‘Thank you, officer,’ Kitt said, keeping her tone as carefree and breezy as she could. ‘So sorry if I caused any trouble.’

			The officer didn’t respond, but watched on as Kitt stepped over the threshold. ‘Coming, Georgette?’ Kitt asked.

			‘Er—’ Georgette looked between Kitt and the officer. ‘No . . . Just remembered . . . I’ve forgotten something upstairs.’

			‘All right then,’ said the officer, closing the door without even a second’s delay, never mind a polite goodbye. Kitt could still see Georgette’s face, bordered in the glass squares cut into the top of the door frame. As she stared into the woman’s grey-green eyes, her breath quickened, but she had to act casual. The officer was also watching her through the window, so acting natural was a priority. Turning to her left and walking down the garden path indicated by the officer, Kitt felt her stomach tighten. Was Georgette lagging behind to tell the officer about the photographs she had taken? Or the things they had discussed? Kitt had a terrible feeling she had just made Evie’s situation a whole lot worse.

		

	
		
			Nine

			‘Grace, what is it?’ Kitt said, without even looking up from the spreadsheet beaming out of her computer screen.

			‘What? Nothing.’ Slowly, Grace turned to face her boss and cleared her throat, her brown eyes flinching as Kitt looked into them and caught them in a lie.

			Kitt crossed her arms over her chest, and continued to stare at her assistant. Her morning had been far from productive. She’d exchanged tens of text messages with Evie about her visit to Beth’s house. Her mother, Marjorie, had been on the phone twice already, unnerved that her daughter was walking around a city in which a murderer was on the loose. She’d received a voicemail from her sister, Rebecca, on a similar theme, and as if that wasn’t enough to slow the process of cataloguing the department’s latest book delivery, Grace was in a very distracting mood. More so than usual.

			‘You haven’t got a lot to say for yourself this morning,’ Kitt pushed.

			‘I asked you about the murder case,’ said Grace.

			‘And just as well,’ said Kitt. ‘That article you read about it online this morning was absolute fabrication. But for the last half hour you’ve been hovering next to my desk and scuttling back and forth between the bookshelves without any discernible purpose.’

			‘Just ’cause you can’t see it doesn’t mean I don’t have a purpose,’ Grace said with a shrug.

			Kitt tilted her head questioningly and raised both her eyebrows. ‘Quiet, fidgety, and defensive?’ Kitt said. ‘Now I know something’s up.’

			‘I’m not sure if I should say,’ came Grace’s wavering response.

			Kitt leaned back in her chair and crossed her legs beneath the folds of her navy skirt. ‘For you, of all people, to be coy about it, it must be something worth talking about. You may as well be out with it. You can’t spend the rest of your life tiptoeing around whatever it is.’

			Grace leaned against the side of her desk, which stood just a foot away from Kitt’s. ‘Please, don’t be mad at me,’ she said.

			Kitt gave a dismissive wave. ‘When, in all the time you’ve worked with me, have I ever been mad at you?’

			‘Well . . . you weren’t best pleased the day I impersonated you over the phone to Michelle,’ said Grace, her dark eyes sparkling.

			‘That wasn’t anger . . .’ Kitt said with a smile, ‘it was frustration that after four months of working at my side you couldn’t do a better impression of me than that. It hasn’t improved either.’

			Grace smiled in return. But then her eyes sank into the blue mosaic tiling at her feet. ‘I just . . . I don’t want to upset you.’

			‘Please. I’m a Boro lass. I’ve got a heart made of Teesside steel.’

			‘Well,’ Grace said, flicking a strand of dark wavy hair out of her face, ‘I don’t want to be the Margaret Thatcher of your heart.’

			Kitt chuckled. ‘No mention of that particular prime minister in my presence, please. I’m not above starting a swear jar in her name.’

			Grace laughed along, but then cut herself off short and fell silent again.

			‘I shouldn’t worry about upsetting me,’ Kitt said in her gentlest tone. She had just one or two bigger issues going on than whatever mischief Grace had been up to this time, but the last thing she wanted was for her assistant to feel she couldn’t talk to her.

			‘All right.’ Grace took a deep breath. ‘Just please know, I did this out of goodness.’

			‘Did . . . what?’ asked Kitt.

			‘Yesterday, Evie told me about a guy you once knew who sort of . . . disappeared.’

			So that was her assistant’s struggle. She felt guilty for talking behind Kitt’s back.

			‘Evie told you about Theo?’ said Kitt, with a thin-lipped smile.

			‘Yes,’ Grace replied. ‘About Theo, and how he disappeared.’

			‘And why would I be mad at you about that?’ asked Kitt.

			Grace pushed her fingers together in an awkward steeple. ‘It’s not so much what Evie told me, but what I did with the information.’

			‘What you . . . What do you mean?’ said Kitt, sitting up straighter in her chair.

			At the expression on Kitt’s face, Grace looked at the floor once more and began breathing in that overwrought style actors do on TV when their character is experiencing a moment of crisis. Each breath made a whistling noise as it was pushed out between her teeth. ‘Well, Evie didn’t tell me anything much about Theo to begin with. But after she mentioned him, and what happened, I couldn’t get it out of my head.’

			‘OK . . . Grace, what have you done?’

			Grace’s eyes dredged themselves from the blue of the ceramic tiles so they could look at Kitt straight on. ‘If you could find Theo – if you could talk to him, and maybe get an explanation for what he did, would you want to?’

			‘Why do you ask?’ Kitt said, her voice now sharpened by the rough edge of suspicion.

			‘I— I emailed Evie and asked for his name and, you know . . .’

			‘What?’ asked Kitt, and, when Grace stammered, yet again repeated, ‘What, what?’

			‘Tracked him down last night after work. On Facebook.’

			Kitt sat still and quiet. Her eyes bulging as a wasp’s nest of disturbing possibilities swarmed in her mind.

			‘Wh— what did you say to him?’ asked Kitt, taking her turn to stammer.

			‘Nothing. Oh no, I haven’t made contact. I just found him. In case you wanted to find him. In case you wanted the truth, about why he acted that way. It’s just, something similar happened to one of my friends about a year ago now, and she’s still struggling to . . . let it go.’

			‘You just looked him up on Facebook?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Nothing else?’

			‘No.’

			‘Well then, don’t you think all this posturing is a bit OTT? It’s not like you invited him to York for a reconciliatory dinner date.’ Kitt paused then, eyeing her assistant. ‘You didn’t, did you?’

			‘No, no, no. Of course not. It’s just . . . it seemed like a good idea when I did it, but then afterwards the more I thought about it, I thought you’d say it wasn’t my place.’

			‘When have you ever worried about what is and isn’t your place around me?’

			‘I— I just thought you might want . . . closure.’

			‘Grace, I’m a librarian.’

			‘I know that . . . librarians don’t like closure?’

			Kitt rolled her eyes up at Prometheus, who looked down on them both from the ceiling.

			‘No. I mean, essentially, I’m a researcher by trade. If I’d wanted to find Theo, I mean, really wanted to find him, I could have. Facebook’s been around longer than you can remember. I have no desire to see Theo again.’

			And, Kitt admitted to herself, it was so much easier to pretend he didn’t exist. That he wasn’t out there, somewhere, living his life without her.

			‘You’re not even a little bit curious?’ said Grace, sidling closer to Kitt’s desk.

			‘No.’

			‘He’s aged badly.’

			‘Really?’ Kitt said, her response so quick it fell almost on top of Grace’s.

			‘I mean, I don’t know what he used to look like when you knew him back in the day—’

			‘Back in the . . . I realize that you imagine my youth to have been captured entirely in sepia photographs, but thirty-five isn’t that old, you know?’

			‘I know, sorry,’ said Grace. ‘But I can’t believe for a second that his current hairline is the same as the one on the man you knew. Doesn’t look as though the ageing process has been kind.’

			‘Well . . .’ Kitt pondered. The logical thing was to just let this subject drop, but curiosity had always been her mistress, and this instance was no exception. ‘Maybe you could send me his profile link. Just in case I change my mind.’

			Grace nodded and made to move back to her chair. Kitt caught her hand as she did so and squeezed it. ‘I’m not mad at you. Just so you know, I’m not even mad at him any more.’ As those last words left her mouth, Kitt wondered how true they were. Or whether they just seemed like the mature thing to say. At her age she was supposed to be beyond anger, wasn’t she? By now she was supposed to be in control.

			Grace squeezed Kitt’s hand in return. ‘Good. But if you want, I can be angry at him for you.’

			Kitt chuckled at this and shooed Grace back to her desk with her spare hand before turning back to her computer screen.

			Not a minute later, an email from Grace popped up in Kitt’s inbox. The subject line was a name that belonged in a past life.

			Theodore Dent.

			The last time she had seen his name, it was written in her own handwriting on a letter she was posting to his last known address. The hateful things she had written in that letter . . . She felt a smouldering in her chest just thinking about it.

			The link to his Facebook profile sat in the white box below. Kitt hovered the cursor over the incomprehensible string of letters, punctuation marks and numbers that looked to be in as much of a mess as she had been all those years ago when she realized there would be no goodbye between herself and the only man she’d ever loved with all her heart. The muscles in her shoulders braced for the impact of a simple click of the mouse.

			For a man who once didn’t want to be found, Theo wasn’t one for privacy settings. All of his pictures and comments were there on full view for anyone who might want to find them.

			Kitt clicked on Theo’s profile picture and it enlarged on the screen. He was standing shoulder-to-shoulder next to a brunette with a galaxy of freckles clustering in small her face. The pair were in a restaurant. They were smiling, but something about the smiles seemed strained, perhaps even forced. Or maybe that was just what Kitt wanted to see.

			One thing was not up for interpretation. Grace had been right about time not being kind to Theo. His hairline meandered backwards to the apex of his skull and, to hide the fact that it was receding, he had cut his brown hair very close to the head. Still, his eyes hadn’t altered. They were the same brown as decaying autumn leaves. Fitting, Kitt thought, for a man whose seasons could shift so abruptly.

			Kitt’s eyes drifted down Theo’s profile page to his location and job title. He had become a specialist in Anglo-Saxon history for the Airedale Museum, and he lived in Leeds. Her untouchable dream of a man had been working a thirty-minute train ride away all this time. Kitt winced at the sting of that thought. The people of Leeds and York were back and forth for day trips all the time. They could have crossed paths in the street or in the pub – at the York Christmas market buying gifts for loved ones. The possibility, and the fact it still existed, left Kitt feeling quite sick.

			The next thing her eyes focused on was his relationship status. ‘It’s complicated,’ it read, and the librarian couldn’t help but issue a wry smile at that. After all these years, Theo still hadn’t managed to commit to anyone or anything. From an outside perspective Kitt supposed that many might think the same was true of her. But in truth, she had committed to something else: herself and the truth of her own heart.

			She wasn’t willing to pretend or settle for somebody convenient because that might be easier for everyone around her to accept. She had vowed never again to trade her whole heart for half of somebody else’s, and it was an oath she intended to keep.

			Kitt looked again at Theo’s profile picture. She wasn’t imagining it. There was no depth to that smile, it was all surface. It was a stranger to the smile he used to give her when she kissed him without warning, or when he found one of the love notes she’d hidden in his trouser pocket. Together, they had tasted true love. Kitt was sure of it. The question was, why had Theo thrown that away?

			The phone on Kitt’s desk trilled.

			Sucking in a sharp breath, she pushed hard on the escape key. Theo’s face disappeared.

			‘Grace, can you get that?’ Kitt said, glaring at the phone. ‘I can’t bear having to reassure my mother, for the third time this morning, that I haven’t been murdered yet.’

			With a smile, Grace picked up the receiver. ‘Vale of York University Library, Women’s Studies, Grace Edwards spea— oh, hi Evie. Yes, she’s here.’

			Grace handed the phone over to Kitt, but instead of going to sit back at her own desk, she perched on the edge of Kitt’s.

			‘Evie?’ Kitt said into the receiver.

			‘Sorry I couldn’t talk sooner. I had to go back to work today and do all the appointments I couldn’t do yesterday,’ said Evie.

			‘No need to apologize,’ said Kitt. ‘What did you think of my texts about the visit to Beth’s place?’

			‘Georgette doesn’t seem to have been much help. You really think she’s going to tell the police you took those pictures?’

			‘I don’t know,’ said Kitt. ‘The way she was going on she almost sounded like she had a thing for Owen herself.’

			‘Who knew he was such a ladies’ man?’ said Evie with a glum note in her voice.

			‘Not I,’ said Kitt, and then, deciding it was prudent to move the conversation on, added, ‘did you get a chance to look at the photos I took too?’

			‘Yeah, it looks as though they were mostly compiling bits and pieces from around the time Beth and Owen were together. The train tickets and what-have-you. Owen lived in Leeds when they were going out, and Owen complained more than once that Beth kept hold of one of his T-shirts. I’m guessing it’s the one in that bag.’

			‘So nothing stood out as odd to you?’ said Kitt, testing half a theory that had been building at the back of her mind.

			‘No, not really. Although . . . I don’t know why she would have key cards from the hotel at home.’

			‘Oh?’ said Kitt, trying not to give away anything in her tone.

			‘Yeah. I heard Beth mention once or twice that her boss at the hotel was a real stickler. She made out like he was always on her back about something.’ Evie paused at the other end of the line. ‘Maybe she’s started stealing key cards just to spite him?’

			‘Maybe,’ said Kitt. ‘But it seems a weird way to get back at your boss.’

			‘That’s true, she’s mostly about staying out of his way, but why else would she have the key cards at home?’

			‘Maybe she picked them up by accident? Easily done if you’re tired at the end of the day, and you pick them up with your keys and wallet and all that,’ mused Kitt.

			‘Maybe,’ said Evie. ‘But then, why keep them? Wouldn’t you return them or throw them out if you didn’t want your boss to know?’

			‘All right, hold on,’ said Kitt. ‘Grace, give me three good reasons why a receptionist might take home hotel key cards?’

			Grace frowned, thinking. ‘She . . . wants to invite her friends around to one of the rooms for a Sing Star marathon on Saturday night? Or there’s something about a room she doesn’t want anyone else to find out about – like maybe she broke something . . .’

			‘Right . . . that’s two.’

			‘Well, which hotel is it?’ asked Grace.

			‘The White Horse Hotel.’

			‘I don’t know, she likes horses, and the key cards have horses on them?’

			‘Did you hear all that?’ Kitt said down the phone.

			‘Yes,’ Evie said with a giggle.

			‘Nothing particularly plausible to work with,’ said Kitt, as Grace’s face sagged in her peripheral vision. ‘But anyway, the police have the key cards bagged up as evidence now. I’m sure they’ll be asking Beth about them.’

			‘Maybe . . . but how long will it take them to prioritize that particular piece of evidence?’

			‘You think I should pass this not-to-be-missed information to Halloran and Banks direct?’

			‘Do you want to talk to Halloran and Banks right now? Given they might be aware of the fact you were meddling with their crime scene?’ said Evie.

			‘Not . . . particularly. All right, well, what are you suggesting? An anonymous phone call?’

			‘I’m suggesting that the White Horse Hotel is just a short cab ride out of town.’

			‘Oh, Evie,’ said Kitt. ‘Really, I . . .’

			‘Come on, it’s not like this is the first time you have done a little snooping around.’

			Kitt’s mouth tightened. ‘If you are referring to the Seaton Carew incident, I told you, that was between us.’

			‘What’s a Seaton Carew?’ Grace asked with a frown, but Kitt just held her hand up to signal she was concentrating on the call.

			‘All right, all right. But what I’m asking you to do is nothing like the Georgette scenario,’ said Evie. ‘The guy she works with on the desk is a good friend of hers. Eli. Just find out if there’s an explanation for her taking the cards home. That’s all. If so, well then, we really haven’t got anything and we’ll have to leave it to the police.’

			‘It sounds a lot like playing with fire to me.’

			‘I know, but I can’t sit back and do nothing. Every second the police are focusing on Beth, the real killer is getting further away.’

			‘Yes, but . . .’

			‘Howay, Kitt. Hotels and a murder mystery. It’s just like an Agatha Christie story. Aren’t you a little bit intrigued?’

			Kitt paused. Hotels were a murder mystery trademark and on more than one occasion in those books, just like in A Murder is Announced, the hotel staff were linked with the murder.

			‘At Bertram’s Hotel.’

			‘What’s that now?’ asked Evie.

			‘A Miss Marple novel. The people at the hotel are all part of a criminal gang. Maybe something criminal is going on at the hotel. If Beth’s involved somehow, that might be why she lied to the police. Revealing her true whereabouts would reveal her criminality.’

			‘Mmm,’ said Evie. ‘I mean, that’s one theory.’

			Kitt tutted. ‘Well, anything is better than her having murdered Owen, isn’t it?’

			‘So you’ll go?’ Evie said.

			‘I’ll go,’ said Kitt. ‘But if this brings us no closer to finding out where Beth was on the night of the murder, you might have to start facing up to the fact that Beth may be somehow involved.’

			Kitt heard a sigh at the end of the line. ‘I know. But please, just give me the peace of mind that the police aren’t sniffing down the wrong hedgerow.’

			Kitt nodded, even though Evie couldn’t see her. ‘That much I can grant you.’

			‘Thank you,’ Evie said in the small voice she used whenever she knew she was asking for more than Kitt was willing to give.

			‘Talk soon.’

			Kitt hung up the phone and caught Grace’s wide and expectant eyes.

			‘Are we going on an adventure?’ she asked.

		

	
		
			Ten

			Kitt and Grace hopped out of the taxi and stared up at the White Horse Hotel. Named after a limestone figure that the Victorians had cut into the hillside near Kilburn some twenty miles away, the building was a prim cuboid built in greying stone that stood on the outskirts of town on the A19. Long slender windows ran all along the east-facing front wall, designed to beckon in the sun at dawn and perhaps convince visitors that there was some warmth and light to be had in the north of England after all.

			Striding across the gravelled car park, Kitt noted the silver lettering hanging above the doorway alongside the outline of a horse wrought in some kind of light metal – most likely tin. It was early evening, dusk was looming, and a couple of other taxis had pulled up outside the entrance. They had come to collect people dressed in sharp office wear, probably on their way to business dinners in the city – or on their way back to London.

			‘I looked up Seaton Carew. It’s a village near Middles­brough,’ said Grace as the pair began walking towards the hotel entrance. When Kitt didn’t respond she added, ‘What happened there?’

			‘Nothing of interest,’ Kitt replied, though she could see by the way her assistant was eyeing her that she wasn’t convinced by that answer.

			‘All right, then how are we going to handle this?’ asked Grace.

			‘We aren’t going to handle this at all,’ said Kitt, holding onto her trilby as a sudden gust of wind threatened to carry it off. ‘I’m going to be doing the talking.’

			‘So glad I tagged along,’ said Grace, kicking at a stray piece of gravel.

			‘I told you not to,’ said Kitt.

			‘And I told you, nothing ever happens around here. I’m not missing this. At least I get to watch, I suppose,’ said Grace.

			‘Isn’t that why Netflix was invented?’ asked Kitt.

			‘I prefer my drama live-action,’ Grace said, throwing a couple of mock punches in the air as she walked.

			Kitt stopped just before the threshold and turned square upon her assistant. ‘Are you quite all right?’

			‘Yes,’ said Grace, lowering her arms from the defensive position, leaving herself wide open to her invisible opponent. ‘It’s just . . . it’s exciting.’

			‘Let’s agree to disagree on that,’ said Kitt. ‘You’re going to have to compose yourself if you want to come inside. This is serious.’

			The sparkle in Grace’s brown eyes dulled and she stood up straighter.

			‘Better,’ said Kitt, before pushing through the heavy doorway trimmed in silver. The second she stepped inside she was hit by an immediate waft of Eau de Hotel: that strange mixture of bread toasting and ultra-strong air freshener that filters through the reception area of every boarding house and lodging in the Western hemisphere. In the case of the White Horse Hotel, lemon seemed to be their preferred synthesized fragrance, causing Kitt to mark, with some regret, that she hadn’t had time for a cup of Lady Grey since lunchtime.

			Kitt’s eyes focused on a man standing behind a large desk built in mahogany. Two small brass uplighter lamps positioned at either side of him cast a sickly yellow light across his face.

			‘May I help you, madam?’ asked the man. He had few wrinkles around his eyes, but his hairline betrayed his age. He had a large, pale forehead, smooth except for a small, brown hair island set further forward from the rest of the crop, a feature that betrayed his vanity. He would look much better if he just shaved that off, Kitt thought, rather than attempting to deceive the casual onlooker into believing he was younger than his years.

			‘Yes, hello. Is Eli on shift at all?’ asked Kitt, stepping closer to the desk.

			The man’s smile disappeared at once. ‘Eli is busy. He doesn’t have time for visits from friends while he’s at work.’

			‘Oh no, you misunderstand,’ said Kitt, deciding, given his manner, that this must be the disgruntled manager Evie had mentioned. ‘We’re trying to be of help with the . . . sensitive situation you’re dealing with at the moment.’

			‘Sensitive situation? I’ve no idea what you’re talking about.’ The manager’s tone sounded convincing enough, but his gaze shifted upward to the glass chandelier hanging above.

			‘I see,’ said Kitt, raising her voice half a decibel. ‘So you haven’t heard that your receptionist has been arrested for murder?’

			‘Ssssshhhhh! Shhhhh!’ said the manager, slamming his hands down on the desk. His eyes darted to the guests passing in and out of the building.

			‘So you do know,’ said Kitt.

			‘How could I fail to?’ said the manager. ‘If I hadn’t received a phone call from Beth’s mother notifying me of her arrest, I’d have heard about it on the news.’

			‘Well, we’re here to try to help, you know,’ said Kitt.

			‘And why would you bother to do that?’ asked the manager, swiping a stray piece of cotton from the left sleeve of his black suit. He was wearing a black tie too, and to Kitt’s mind looked a lot more like a funeral director than the manager of a small hotel on the outskirts of York.

			‘Well,’ Kitt looked at the manager’s name tag, ‘Mr ­Buckhurst, the second we heard about Beth being taken in by the police we knew straight away there’d been some mistake.’

			‘I wish I shared your confidence,’ said Buckhurst, curling his lip at Kitt.

			Kitt’s inner bonfire ignited in an instant. More than anything, she wanted to glare at this less-than-compassionate individual, but she had to keep him onside.

			Time for a different tack.

			‘Oh, I see,’ said Kitt. ‘Grace, I suppose we’d best go straight to the papers and warn them.’

			Grace’s face looked utterly vacant, but the intensity of Kitt’s eyes was enough to signal that she should play along. ‘Oh . . . yes . . . we should warn them.’

			‘Warn them? About what?’ asked Buckhurst.

			Kitt resisted the urge to flash a smug smile at him. ‘That the recruitment procedure is so lax at the White Horse Hotel that they employ murderers. Nothing personal. I just can’t stand by in good conscience and let people stay at a place where they might not make it out alive.’

			‘Now, now, now, madam. I think you misunderstood,’ Buckhurst blustered. ‘The White Horse Hotel would of course never employ somebody of that background, even accidentally; we’re very thorough.’

			‘In which case,’ said Kitt, ‘you won’t mind helping us trying to find out where Beth really was on the night of the murder. If you only employ the best people, I’m sure you wouldn’t want to see one of them wrongly accused of such a terrible crime.’

			‘I don’t see how I can be of any help,’ said Buckhurst, crossing his arms.

			‘You could start by finding out who last used the key cards with these serial numbers.’ Kitt pushed a piece of paper across the reception desk while at the same time feeling pretty smart for taking close-up photographs of the key cards whilst she’d had the opportunity at Beth’s house. Numbers weren’t really her strong point, and the odds of her remembering whole strings of them, even when investigating something as serious as a murder, were slim.

			‘Key cards from this hotel?’ asked Buckhurst.

			‘Yes, we found them at Beth’s house,’ Kitt explained. ‘It seemed odd that she took them home and we thought they might be a clue to her true whereabouts on the night of the murder.’

			‘No wonder we’re always losing key cards,’ Buckhurst muttered. He tilted his head back so his nose stuck further into the air than necessary. ‘I can’t tell you who last checked into these rooms. It’s a breach of customer confidentiality.’

			‘Have it your way,’ said Kitt, turning to Grace. ‘I can see the headlines now: Killer Hotel.’

			Grace giggled. ‘Oh, that’s definitely one the Sun would run. What about White Horse Head in Your Bed?’

			‘York’s Own Bates Motel,’ said Kitt.

			‘Motel? Motel? I. Think. Not. This, madam, is a boutique hotel. A boutique hotel,’ said Buckhurst.

			Kitt stared hard at the man, not quite believing it was the word ‘motel’ that had most offended him about the game she and Grace had just been playing, but one had to take whatever advantage was afforded.

			‘Not once the press understands what kind of place you’re running here,’ she said.

			Buckhurst sighed and picked up the slip of paper lying on the reception desk. ‘Fine.’

			The manager looked over both of his shoulders, before tapping the keyboard in front of him.

			‘Julian Rampling,’ Buckhurst said. ‘That’s the first one.’

			‘Check the others too, please,’ said Kitt.

			More tapping on the keyboard.

			‘Julian Rampling,’ Buckhurst said, and then, ‘Julian Rampling again. This key card was given out on Saturday night.’

			‘The night of the murder,’ said Kitt. ‘But Beth wasn’t at work on Saturday night?’

			‘No, it wasn’t her shift. It was Eli’s shift,’ said Buckhurst, picking up the telephone and dialling a four-digit extension.

			‘Eli?’ said Buckhurst. ‘Get down to reception at once.’

			Buckhurst’s tone was more kindling to Kitt’s inner bonfire. She hated managers who disrespected their employees. Perhaps she let her own assistant have a little bit too much rope, but at least Grace looked forward to coming in to work in the mornings.

			A moment of quiet passed. Kitt looked at Grace and then back at Buckhurst.

			‘Do you know who Julian Rampling is?’ asked Kitt.

			‘So difficult when one is a busy manager to get to know all guests by name,’ said Buckhurst and then added, ‘but he’s stayed here a few times so I might know him by sight. Ah, Eli . . .’

			Kitt turned to see a young man walking down a staircase just off to her left. His pace was slow and his head hung low, but then it was unlikely that any of Buckhurst’s employees were ever in a hurry to have a conversation with him.

			Eli stood in front of the desk looking first at Grace, then at Kitt, and at last at Buckhurst. ‘Can I help?’

			‘Does the name Julian Rampling mean anything to you?’ asked Buckhurst.

			‘He’s a regular guest,’ said Eli. ‘Insurance broker from Leicester.’

			Leicester. The letters Kitt had seen at Beth’s house, they were postmarked Leicester.

			‘Anything else you want to tell me about him?’ said ­Buckhurst, staring down his nose at Eli. ‘Anything relating to Beth?’

			Eli’s mouth twitched, but he said nothing and shook his head. He again looked around the group of people, the smooth olive skin of his forehead now creasing. Kitt was beginning to suspect the truth that was weighing on him, but couldn’t reveal her suspicion in front of Buckhurst. If she was wrong, it could cost Beth her job.

			‘In any event, I’m going to pass his name to the police,’ said Buckhurst.

			Eli’s brown eyes widened.

			‘If you think that’s wise,’ said Grace, raising both her eyebrows. Kitt looked at her assistant. Was Grace thinking the same things she was?
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